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Creativity in the Time of COVID: Zadie Smith on Writing, Love, and What Echoes Through the 

Hallway of Time Suddenly Emptied of Habit 

“There is no great difference between novels and banana bread. They are both just something to do. 

They are no substitute for love… Love is not something to do, but… something to go through — that 

must be why it frightens so many of us and why we so often approach it indirectly.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Whatever inspiration is, it’s born from a continuous I don’t know,” the Polish poet Wisława 

Szymborska observed in her magnificent Nobel Prize acceptance speech. But a central paradox of 

making art and making life is that while uncertainty may be the wellspring of our creative vitality — 

what is best in life and art often comes into being by “making-not-knowing,” in artist Ann Hamilton’s 

lovely phrase — we are capable of creating only by hedging against the uncertainty with an arsenal of 

habits and routines that make it feel containable, controllable, workable. We simply cannot cope with 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/27/wislawa-szymborska-nobel-speech/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/12/making-not-knowing-ann-hamilton/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
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the fundamental precariousness of it all. Every artist’s art is their coping mechanism — their makeshift 

raft for the slipstream of time and uncertainty that is life. 

And so: When some cataclysm in the slipstream capsizes the raft, shatters it, leaves us gasping amid the 

flotsam, ejected from the familiar flow of time — do we sink or sing? 

That is what Zadie Smith explores in one of the six symphonic essays from her Intimations (public 

library) — a slender, splendid book, all of her royalties from which Smith is donating to the Equal 

Justice Initiative and New York’s COVID-19 emergency relief fund; a book inspired by her first 

encounter with Marcus Aurelius’s classic Meditations, on which she leaned to steady herself in these 

staggering times but which failed to make of her a Stoic, driving her, as the world’s gaps and failings 

drive us restive makers, to make what meets the unmet need, a contemporary counterpart to these 

ancient private meditations of timeless public resonance. (We cannot, we must not, after all, expect a 

white male monarch — however penetrating his insight into human nature, whatever the similitudes of 

that elemental nature across cultures and civilizations — to speak for and to all of humanity across all 

of time.) 

 

Zadie Smith (Photograph by Dominique Nabokov) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/intimations-six-essays/oclc/1159774028&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/intimations-six-essays/oclc/1159774028&referer=brief_results
https://eji.org/
https://eji.org/
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/fund/initiatives/covid-19-emergency-relief-fund.page
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/20/marcus-aurelius-meditations-mortality-presence/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
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In the third essay, titled “Something to Do,” Smith contemplates the strange and inevitable species of 

essays in which writers examine their own motives for what they do, that is, examine the pylons of who 

they are — a genre perhaps not pioneered but popularized by Orwell’s iconic Why I Write and since 

swelled with specimens by such titans of literature as Joan Didion, David Foster Wallace, and Smith 

herself. At the bottom of all such self-examination — which spares no maker, whatever the mode and 

material of their art, be it essays or gardens or equations — is the question of time, the raw material of 

making, something Marcus Aurelius’s fellow Stoic Seneca took up in his excellent meditation on the 

existential calculus of time spent, saved, and wasted, concluding that “nothing is ours, except time.” 

With an eye to the capitalist commodification of time in a culture of utilitarian busyness, Smith 

considers how society ordinarily weighs the cultural and temporal responsibility of the artist: 

Why did you bake that banana bread? It was something to do… Out of an expanse of time, you carve a 

little area — that nobody asked you to carve — and you do “something.” But perhaps the difference 

between the kind of something that I’m used to, and this new culture of doing something, is the moral 

anxiety that surrounds it. The something that artists have always done is more usually cordoned off 

from the rest of society, and by mutual agreement this space is considered a sort of charming but 

basically useless playpen, in which adults get to behave like children — making up stories and drawing 

pictures and so on — though at least they provide some form of pleasure to serious people, doing actual 

jobs… As a consequence, art stands in a dubious relation to necessity — and to time itself. It is 

something to do, yes, but when it is done, and whether it is done at all, is generally considered a 

question for artists alone. An attempt to connect the artist’s labor with the work of truly laboring 

people is frequently made but always strikes me as tenuous, with the fundamental dividing line being 

this question of the clock. Labor is work done by the clock (and paid by it, too). Art takes time and 

divides it up as art sees fit. It is something to do. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/06/25/george-orwell-why-i-write/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/10/16/why-i-write-joan-didion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/11/06/the-nature-of-fun-david-foster-wallace/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/12/zadie-smith-writing-that-crafty-feeling/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/12/zadie-smith-writing-that-crafty-feeling/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
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Art by Christoph Niemann from 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://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
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Under such a premise, she observes, artists would seem to be most impervious to the cataclysmic 

disruption of labor that a global pandemic inflicts upon our species. But that is not what her experience 

— or my experience, or the experience of any creative person I know — has been. One is reminded of 

James Baldwin, insisting half a century earlier in his superb essay on the creative process that “a 

society must assume that it is stable, but the artist must know, and he must let us know, that there is 

nothing stable under heaven.” Not even time, the artist’s own fulcrum of stability. Smith writes: 

Art by Wendy MacNaughton for Brain Pickings 

 

It seems it would follow that writers — so familiar with empty time and with being alone — should 

manage this situation better than most. Instead, in the first week I found out how much of my old life 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
http://wendymacnaughton.com/
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was about hiding from life. Confronted with the problem of life served neat, without distraction or 

adornment or superstructure, I had almost no idea of what to do with it. Back in the playpen, I carved 

out meaning by creating artificial deprivations — time, the kind usually provided for people by the real 

limitations of their real jobs. Things like “a firm place to be at nine a.m. every morning” or a “boss who 

tells you what to do.” In the absence of these fixed elements, I’d make up hard things to do, or things to 

abstain from. Artificial limits and so on. Running is what I know. Writing is what I know. Conceiving 

self-implemented schedules: teaching day, reading day, writing day, repeat. What a dry, sad, small idea 

of a life. And how exposed it looks, now that the people I love are in the same room to witness the way I 

do time. The way I’ve done it all my life. 

“Artificial limits,” of course, are how we contour and fill our sense of meaning amid the vast, empty 

boundlessness of being. That is why the artificial limits of those we deem to have meaningful lives — 

the daily routines of great makers and thinkers — are of such enduring and intoxicating interest to us, 

why we hunger for the cognitive science of the ideal daily routine. 

But much of our temporal anguish stems precisely from this artificial contouring of selfhood in the 

sand of time. We are essentially self-referential timekeeping devices. I noticed, for instance — how 

could one not? — that this book was published on my birthday. We mark up the year with the same 

artificial timestamps with which we mark up the hour. What we do with our days, how we itemize them 

into scheduled rhythms, is another twitch of the same ludicrous, helplessly human impulse — to own 

time, to turn into private property what may be the only truly public good. Eventually — perhaps in 

the time-warp of a pandemic, perhaps in that of private grief — something stops us up short and we 

face the absurdity of such artificiality. Smith recounts her own stumbling stop and the disquieting yet 

strangely life-affirming realization it made her step into: 

At the end of April, in a powerful essay by another writer, Ottessa Moshfegh, I read this line about 

love: “Without it, life is just ‘doing time.’” I don’t think she intended by this only romantic love, or 

parental love, or familial love or really any kind of love in particular. At least, I read it in the Platonic 

sense: Love with a capital L, an ideal form and essential part of the universe — like “Beauty” or the 

color red — from which all particular examples on earth take their nature. Without this element 

present, in some form, somewhere in our lives, there really is only time, and there will always be too 

much of it. Busyness will not disguise its lack. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/daily-routines/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/25/the-psychology-of-writing-daily-routine/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/30/lockdown-novel-self-isolation-coronavirus-pandemic-ottessa-moshfegh
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 English edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. 

(Available as a print.) 

Ending where she began, Smith quiets the moral anxiety to make herself at home in that peculiar and 

inescapable place that makers inhabit by their very nature, the place between compulsion and 

consecration: 

I write because… well, the best I can say for it is it’s a psychological quirk of mine developed in 

response to whatever personal failings I have. But it can’t ever meaningfully fill the time. There is no 

great difference between novels and banana bread. They are both just something to do. They are no 

substitute for love. The difficulties and complications of love — as they exist on the other side of this 

wall, away from my laptop — is the task that is before me, although task is a poor word for it, for 

unlike writing, its terms cannot be scheduled, preplanned or determined by me. Love is not something 

to do, but something to be experienced, and something to go through — that must be why it frightens so 

many of us and why we so often approach it indirectly. Here is this novel, made with love. Here is this 

banana bread, made with love. If it weren’t for this habit of indirection, of course, there would be no 

culture in this world, and very little meaningful pleasure for any of us. Although the most powerful art, 

it sometimes seems to me, is an experience and a going-through; it is love comprehended by, expressed 

and enacted through the artwork itself, and for this reason has perhaps been more frequently created 

by people who feel themselves to be completely alone in this world — and therefore wholly focused on 

the task at hand — than by those surrounded by “loved ones.” Such art is rare: we can’t all sit cross-

legged like Buddhists day and night meditating on ultimate matters. Or I can’t. But I also don’t want to 

just do time anymore, the way I used to. And yet, in my case, I can’t let it go: old habits die hard. I 

can’t rid myself of the need to do “something,” to make “something,” to feel that this new expanse of 

time hasn’t been “wasted.” Still, it’s nice to have company. Watching this manic desire to make or grow 

or do “something,” that now seems to be consuming everybody, I do feel comforted to discover I’m not 

the only person on this earth who has no idea what life is for, nor what is to be done with all this time 

aside from filling it. 

Complement this fragment of Smith’s solacing and vitalizing Intimations with Frankenstein author 

Mary Shelley on the necessary chaos of creativity, Borges’s timeless refutation of time, and Rilke on the 

lonely patience of creative work, then revisit Smith, writing years ago as if of and to today, on optimism 

and despair. 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-

do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/give-me-nights-perfectly-quiet-and-i-looking-up-at-the-stars_framed-print?sku=s6-8967181p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/25/mary-shelley-creativity-franksenstein-1831/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Lantau 

by Marilyn Chin 

Issue no. 182 (Fall 2007) 

While sitting prostrate before the ivory feet of the great Buddha, I spilled almost an entire can of Diet 

Coke on the floor. I quickly tried to mop up the mess with my long hair. I peeked over my left shoulder: 

the short nun said nothing and averted her eyes; to my right the skinny old monk was consumed by a 

frightful irritation of his own. He was at once swatting and dodging two bombarding hornets that were 

fascinated by his newly shaved head. “I hope he’s not allergic.” I chuckled softly. And beyond us was 

the motherless Asian sea, glittering with the promise of eternity. 

 https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1a723d59b7&e=d538c8f2e0   

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=1a723d59b7&e=d538c8f2e0
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Creatures That Once Were Men 

by Maxim Gorky 

 

Next Chapter 

Part I 

 

In front of you is the main street, with two rows of miserable-looking huts with shuttered windows and 

old walls pressing on each other and leaning forward. The roofs of these time-worn habitations are full 

of holes, and have been patched here and there with laths; from underneath them project mildewed 

beams, which are shaded by the dusty-leaved elder-trees and crooked white willow— pitiable flora of 

those suburbs inhabited by the poor. 

The dull green time-stained panes of the windows look upon each other with the cowardly glances of 

cheats. Through the street and toward the adjacent mountain runs the sinuous path, winding through 

the deep ditches filled with rain-water. Here and there are piled heaps of dust and other rubbish— 

either refuse or else put there purposely to keep the rain-water from flooding the houses. On the top of 

the mountain, among green gardens with dense foliage, beautiful stone houses lie hidden; the belfries of 

the churches rise proudly toward the sky, and their gilded crosses shine beneath the rays of the sun. 

During the rainy weather the neighboring town pours its water into this main road, which, at other 

times, is full of its dust, and all these miserable houses seem, as it were, thrown by some powerful hand 

into that heap of dust, rubbish, and rainwater. 

They cling to the ground beneath the high mountain, exposed to the sun, surrounded by decaying 

refuse, and their sodden appearance impresses one with the same feeling as would the half-rotten trunk 

of an old tree. 

At the end of the main street, as if thrown out of the town, stood a two-storied house, which had been 

rented from Petunikoff, a merchant and resident of the town. It was in comparatively good order, being 

farther from the mountain, while near it were the open fields, and about half-a-mile away the river ran 

its winding course. 

This large old house had the most dismal aspect amid its surroundings. The walls bent outward, and 

there was hardly a pane of glass in any of the windows, except some of the fragments, which looked like 

the water of the marshes—dull green. The spaces of wall between the windows were covered with spots, 

as if time were trying to write there in hieroglyphics the history of the old house, and the tottering roof 

added still more to its pitiable condition. It seemed as if the whole building bent toward the ground, to 

await the last stroke of that fate which should transform it into a chaos of rotting remains, and finally 

into dust. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/maxim-gorky/novella/creatures-that-once-were-men/summary
https://americanliterature.com/author/maxim-gorky
https://americanliterature.com/author/maxim-gorky/novella/creatures-that-once-were-men/part-ii
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The gates were open, one-half of them displaced and lying on the ground at the entrance, while between 

its bars had grown the grass, which also covered the large and empty court-yard. In the depths of this 

yard stood a low, iron-roofed, smoke-begrimed building. The house itself was of course unoccupied, but 

this shed, formerly a blacksmith's forge, was now turned into a "dosshouse," kept by a retired captain 

named Aristid Fomich Kuvalda. 

In the interior of the dosshouse was a long, wide and grimy board, measuring some 28 by 70 feet. The 

room was lighted on one side by four small square windows, and on the other by a wide door. The 

unpainted brick walls were black with smoke, and the ceiling, which was built of timber, was almost 

black. In the middle stood a large stove, the furnace of which served as its foundation, and around this 

stove and along the walls were also long, wide boards, which served as beds for the lodgers. The walls 

smelt of smoke, the earthen floor of dampness, and the long, wide board of rotting rags. 

The place of the proprietor was on the top of the stove, while the boards surrounding it were intended 

for those who were on good terms with the owner, and who were honored by his friendship. During the 

day the captain passed most of his time sitting on a kind of bench, made by himself by placing bricks 

against the wall of the court-yard, or else in the eating-house of Egor Yavilovitch, which was opposite 

the house, where he took all his meals and where he also drank vodki. 

Before renting this house, Aristid Kuvalda had kept a registry office for servants in the town. If we look 

further back into his former life, we shall find that he once owned printing works, and previous to this, 

in his own words, he "just lived! And lived well too, Devil take it, and like one who knew how!" 

He was a tall, broad-shouldered man of fifty, with a raw-looking face, swollen with drunkenness, and 

with a dirty yellowish beard. 

His eyes were large and gray, with an insolent expression of happiness. He spoke in a bass voice and 

with a sort of grumbling sound in his throat, and he almost always held between his teeth a German 

china pipe with a long bowl. When he was angry the nostrils of his big, crooked red nose swelled, and 

his lips trembled, exposing to view two rows of large and wolf-like yellow teeth. He had long arms, was 

lame, and always dressed in an old officer's uniform, with a dirty, greasy cap with a red band, a hat 

without a brim, and ragged felt boots which reached almost to his knees. In the morning, as a rule, he 

had a heavy drunken headache, and in the evening he caroused. However much he drank, he was never 

drunk, and so was always merry. 

In the evenings he received lodgers, sitting on his brick-made bench with his pipe in his mouth. 

"Whom have we here?" he would ask the ragged and tattered object approaching him, who had 

probably been chucked out of the town for drunkenness, or perhaps for some other reason not quite so 

simple. And after the man had answered him, he would say, "Let me see legal papers in confirmation of 

your lies." And if there were such papers they were shown. The captain would then put them in his 

bosom, seldom taking any interest in them, and would say: "Everything is in order. Two kopecks for 

the night, ten kopecks for the week, and thirty kopecks for the month. Go and get a place for yourself, 

and see that it is not other people's, or else they will blow you up. The people that live here are 

particular." 
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"Don't you sell tea, bread, or anything to eat?" 

"I trade only in walls and roofs, for which I pay to the swindling proprietor of this hole—Judas 

Petunikoff, merchant of the second guild— five roubles a month," explained Kuvalda in a business-like 

tone. "Only those come to me who are not accustomed to comfort and luxuries. . .but if you are 

accustomed to eat every day, then there is the eating-house opposite. But it would be better for you if 

you left off that habit. You see you are not a gentleman. What do you eat? You eat yourself!" 

For such speeches, delivered in a strictly business-like manner, and always with smiling eyes, and also 

for the attention he paid to his lodgers, the captain was very popular among the poor of the town. It 

very often happened that a former client of his would appear, not in rags, but in something more 

respectable and with a slightly happier face. 

"Good-day, your honor, and how do you do?" 

"Alive, in good health! Go on." 

"Don't you know me?" 

"I did not know you." 

"Do you remember that I lived with you last winter for nearly a month . . . when the fight with the 

police took place, and three were taken away?" 

"My brother, that is so. The police do come even under my hospitable roof!" 

"My God! You gave a piece of your mind to the police inspector of this district!" 

"Wouldn't you accept some small hospitality from me? When I lived with you, you were. . . ." 

"Gratitude must be encouraged because it is seldom met with. You seem to be a good man, and, though 

I don't remember you, still I will go with you into the public-house and drink to your success and future 

prospects with the greatest pleasure." 

"You seem always the same . . . Are you always joking?" 

"What else can one do, living among you unfortunate men?" 

They went. Sometimes the Captain's former customer, uplifted and unsettled by the entertainment, 

returned to the dosshouse, and on the following morning they would again begin treating each other till 

the Captain's companion would wake up to realize that he had spent all his money in drink. 

"Your honor, do you see that I have again fallen into your hands? What shall we do now?" "The 

position, no doubt, is not a very good one, but still you need not trouble about it," reasoned the 

Captain. "You must, my friend, treat everything indifferently, without spoiling yourself by philosophy, 
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and without asking yourself any question. To philosophize is always foolish; to philosophize with a 

drunken headache, ineffably so. Drunken headaches require vodki, and not the remorse of conscience 

or gnashing of teeth . . . save your teeth, or else you will not be able to protect yourself. Here are twenty 

kopecks. Go and buy a bottle of vodki for five kopecks, hot tripe or lungs, one pound of bread and two 

cucumbers. When we have lived off our drunken headache we will think of the condition of affairs. . . ." 

As a rule the consideration of the "condition of affairs" lasted some two or three days, and only when 

the Captain had not a farthing left of the three roubles or five roubles given him by his grateful 

customer did he say: "You came! Do you see? Now that we have drunk everything with you, you fool, 

try again to regain the path of virtue and soberness. It has been truly said that if you do not sin, you 

will not repent, and, if you do not repent, you shall not be saved. We have done the first, and to repent 

is useless. Let us make direct for salvation. Go to the river and work, and if you think you cannot 

control yourself, tell the contractor, your employer, to keep your money, or else give it to me. When you 

get sufficient capital, I will get you a pair of trousers and other things necessary to make you seem a 

respectable and hard-working man, persecuted by fate. With decent-looking trousers you can go far. 

Now then, be off!" 

Then the client would go to the river to work as a porter, smiling the while over the Captain's long and 

wise speeches. He did not distinctly understand them, but only saw in front of him two merry eyes, felt 

their encouraging influence, and knew that in the loquacious Captain he had an arm that would assist 

him in time of need. 

And really it happened very often that, for a month or so, some ticket-of-leave client, under the strict 

surveillance of the Captain, had the opportunity of raising himself to a condition better than that to 

which, thanks to the Captain's cooperation, he had fallen. 

"Now, then, my friend!" said the Captain, glancing critically at the restored client, "we have a coat and 

jacket. When I had respectable trousers I lived in town like a respectable man. But when the trousers 

wore out, I, too, fell off in the opinion of my fellow-men and had to come down here from the town. 

Men, my fine mannikin, judge everything by the outward appearance, while, owing to their foolishness, 

the actual reality of things is incomprehensible to them. Make a note of this on your nose, and pay me 

at least half your debt. Go in peace; seek, and you may find." 

"How much do I owe you, Aristid Fomich?" asks the client, in confusion. 

"One rouble and 70 kopecks . . . Now, give me only one rouble, or, if you like, 70 kopecks, and as for 

the rest, I shall wait until you have earned more than you have now by stealing or by hard work, it does 

not matter to me." 

"I thank you humbly for your kindness!" says the client, touched to the heart. "Truly you are a kind 

man . . .; Life has persecuted you in vain . . . What an eagle you would have been in your own place!" 

The Captain could not live without eloquent speeches. 
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"What does 'in my own place' mean? No one really knows his own place in life, and every one of us 

crawls into his harness. The place of the merchant Judas Petunikoff ought to be in penal servitude, but 

he still walks through the streets in daylight, and even intends to build a factory. The place of our 

teacher ought to be beside a wife and half-a-dozen children, but he is loitering in the public-house of 

Vaviloff. 

"And then, there is yourself. You are going to seek a situation as a hall porter or waiter, but I can see 

that you ought to be a soldier in the army, because you are no fool, are patient and understand 

discipline. Life shuffles us like cards, you see, and it is only accidentally, and only for a time, that we 

fall into our own places!" 

Such farewell speeches often served as a preface to the continuation of their acquaintance, which again 

began with drinking and went so far that the client would spend his last farthing. Then the Captain 

would stand him treat, and they would drink all they had. 

A repetition of similar doings did not affect in the least the good relations of the parties. 

The teacher mentioned by the Captain was another of those customers who were thus reformed only in 

order that they should sin again. Thanks to his intellect, he was the nearest in rank to the Captain, and 

this was probably the cause of his falling so low as dosshouse life, and of his inability to rise again. It 

was only with him that Aristid Kuvalda could philosophize with the certainty of being understood. He 

valued this, and when the reformed teacher prepared to leave the dosshouse in order to get a corner in 

town for himself, then Aristid Kuvalda accompanied him so sorrowfully and sadly that it ended, as a 

rule, in their both getting drunk and spending all their money. Probably Kuvalda arranged the matter 

intentionally so that the teacher could not leave the dosshouse, though he desired to do so with all his 

heart. Was it possible for Aristid Kuvalda, a nobleman (as was evident from his speeches), one who was 

accustomed to think, though the turn of fate may have changed his position, was it possible for him not 

to desire to have close to him a man like himself? We can pity our own faults in others. 

This teacher had once taught at an institution in one of the towns on the Volga, but in consequence of 

some story was dismissed. After this he was a clerk in a tannery, but again had to leave. Then he 

became a librarian in some private library, subsequently following other professions. Finally, after 

passing examinations in law he became a lawyer, but drink reduced him to the Captain's dosshouse. He 

was tall, round-shouldered, with a long, sharp nose and bald head. In his bony and yellow face, on 

which grew a wedge-shaped beard, shone large, restless eyes, deeply sunk in their sockets, and the 

corners of his mouth drooped sadly down. He earned his bread, or rather his drink, by reporting for 

the local papers. He sometimes earned as much as fifteen roubles. These he gave to the Captain and 

said: 

"It is enough. I am going back into the bosom of culture. Another week's hard work and I shall dress 

respectably, and then Addio, mio caro!" 

"Very exemplary! As I heartily sympathize with your decision, Philip, I shall not give you another glass 

all this week," the Captain warned him sternly. 
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"I shall be thankful! . . . You will not give me one drop?" 

The Captain beard in his voice a beseeching note to which he turned a deaf ear. 

"Even though you roar, I shall not give it you!" 

"As you like, then," sighed the teacher, and went away to continue his reporting. 

But after a day or two he would return tired and thirsty, and would look at the Captain with a 

beseeching glance out of the corners of his eyes, hoping that his friend's heart would soften. 

The Captain in such cases put on a serious face and began speaking with killing irony on the theme of 

weakness of character, of the animal delight of intoxication, and on such subjects as suited the occasion. 

One must do him justice: he was captivated by his role of mentor and moralist, but the lodgers dogged 

him, and, listening sceptically to his exhortations to repentance, would whisper aside to each other: 

"Cunning, skilful, shifty rogue! I told you so, but you would not listen. It's your own fault!" 

"His honor is really a good soldier. He goes first and examines the road behind him!" 

The teacher then hunted here and there till he found his friend again in some corner, and grasping his 

dirty coat, trembling and licking his dry lips, looked into his face with a deep, tragic glance, without 

articulate words. 

"Can't you?" asked the Captain sullenly. 

The teacher answered by bowing his head and letting it fall on his breast, his tall, thin body trembling 

the while. 

"Wait another day . . . perhaps you will be all right then," proposed Kuvalda. The teacher sighed, and 

shook his head hopelessly. 

The Captain saw that his friend's thin body trembled with the thirst for the poison, and took some 

money from his pocket. 

"In the majority of cases it is impossible to fight against fate," said he, as if trying to justify himself 

before someone. 

But if the teacher controlled himself for a whole week, then there was a touching farewell scene 

between the two friends, which ended as a rule in the eating-house of Vaviloff. The teacher did not 

spend all his money, but spent at least half on the children of the main street. The poor are always rich 

in children, and in the dirt and ditches of this street there were groups of them from morning to night, 

hungry, naked and dirty. Children are the living flowers of the earth, but these had the appearance of 

flowers that have faded prematurely, because they grew in ground where there was no healthy 
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nourishment. Often the teacher would gather them round him, would buy them bread, eggs, apples and 

nuts, and take them into the fields by the river side. There they would sit and greedily eat everything he 

offered them, after which they would begin to play, filling the fields for a mile around with careless 

noise and laughter. The tall, thin figure of the drunkard towered above these small people, who treated 

him familiarly, as if he were one of their own age. They called him "Philip," and did not trouble to 

prefix "Uncle" to his name. Playing around him, like little wild animals, they pushed him, jumped upon 

his back, beat him upon his bald head, and caught hold of his nose. All this must have pleased him, as 

he did not protest against such liberties. He spoke very little to them, and when he did so he did it 

cautiously as if afraid that his words would hurt or contaminate them. He passed many hours thus as 

their companion and plaything, watching their lively faces with his gloomy eyes. 

Then he would thoughtfully and slowly direct his steps to the eating-house of Vaviloff, where he would 

drink silently and quickly till all his senses left him. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Almost every day after his reporting he would bring a newspaper, and then gather round him all these 

creatures that once were men. On seeing him, they would come forward from all corners of the court-

yard, drunk, or suffering from drunken headache, dishevelled, tattered, miserable, and pitiable. Then 

would come the barrel-like, stout Aleksei Maksimoviteh Simtsoff, formerly Inspector of Woods and 

Forests, under the Department of Appendages, but now trading in matches, ink, blacking, and lemons. 

He was an old man of sixty, in a canvas overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat, the greasy borders of which 

hid his stout, fat, red face. He had a thick white beard, out of which a small red nose turned gaily 

heavenward. He had thick, crimson lips and watery, cynical eyes. They called him "Kubar", a name 

which well described his round figure an buzzing speech. After him, Kanets appeared from some 

corner—a dark, sad-looking, silent drunkard: then the former governor of the prison, Luka 

Antonovitch Martyanoff, a man who existed on "remeshok," "trilistika" and "bankovka," * and many 

such cunning games, not much appreciated by the police. 

Note by translator.—Well-known games or chance, played by the lower classes. The police specially 

endeavor to stop them, but unsuccessfully. 

He would throw his hard and oft-scourged body on the grass beside the teacher, and, turning his eyes 

round and scratching his head, would ask in a hoarse, bass voice, "May I?" 

Then appeared Pavel Solntseff, a man of thirty years of age, suffering from consumption. The ribs of 

his left side had been broken in a quarrel, and the sharp, yellow face, like that of a fox, always wore a 

malicious smile. The thin lips, when opened, exposed two rows of decayed black teeth, and the rags on 

his shoulders swayed backward and forward as if they were hung on a clothes pole. They called him 

"Abyedok." He hawked brushes and bath brooms of his own manufacture, good, strong brushes made 

from a peculiar kind of grass. 

Then followed a lean and bony man of whom no one knew anything, with a frightened expression in his 

eyes, the left one of which had a squint. He was silent and timid, and had been imprisoned three times 

for theft by the High Court of Justice and the Magisterial Courts. His family name was Kiselnikoff, but 
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they called him Paltara Taras, because he was a head and shoulders taller than his friend, Deacon 

Taras, who had been degraded from his office for drunkenness and immorality. The Deacon was a 

short, thick-set person, with the chest of an athlete and a round, strong head. He danced skilfully, and 

was still more skilful at swearing. He and Paltara Taras worked in the wood on the banks of the river, 

and in free hours he told his friend or any one who would listen, "Tales of my own composition," as he 

used to say. On hearing these stories, the heroes of which always seemed to be saints, kings, priests, or 

generals, even the inmates of the dosshouse spat and rubbed their eyes in astonishment at the 

imagination of the Deacon, who told them shameless tales of lewd, fantastic adventures, with blinking 

eyes and a passionless expression of countenance. 

The imagination of this man was powerful and inexhaustible; he could go on relating and composing all 

day, from morning to night, without once repeating what he had said before. In his expression you 

sometimes saw the poet gone astray, sometimes the romancer, and he always succeeded in making his 

tales realistic by the effective and powerful words in which he told them. 

There was also a foolish young man called Kuvalda Meteor. One night he came to sleep in the 

dosshouse, and had remained ever since among these men, much to their astonishment. At first they did 

not take much notice of him. In the daytime, like all the others, he went away to find something to eat, 

but at nights he always loitered around this friendly company till at last the Captain took notice of him. 

"Boy! What business have you here on this earth?" 

The boy answered boldly and stoutly: 

"I am a barefooted tramp. . . ." 

The Captain looked critically at him. This youngster had long hair and a weak face, with prominent 

cheekbones and a turned-up nose. He was dressed in a blue blouse without a waistband, and on his 

head he wore the remains of a straw hat, while his feet were bare. 

"You are a fool!" decided Aristid Kuvalda. "what are you knocking about here for? You are of 

absolutely no use to us . . . Do you drink vodki? . . . No? . . . Well, then, can you steal?" Again, "No." 

"Go away, learn, and come back again when you know something, and are a man. . . ." 

The youngster smiled. "No. I shall live with you." 

"Why?" 

"Just because. . . ." 

"Oh, you . . . Meteor!" said the Captain. 

"I will break his teeth for him," said Martyanoff. 
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"And why?" asked the youngster. 

"Just because. . . ." 

"And I will take a stone and hit you on the head," the young man answered respectfully. 

Martyanoff would have broken his bones, had not Kuvalda interrupted with: "Leave him alone. . .Is 

this a home to you or even to us? You have no sufficient reason to break his teeth for him. You have no 

better reason than he for living with us." "Well, then, Devil take him! . . . We all live in the world 

without sufficient reason . . . We live, and why? Because! He also because . . . let him alone. . . ." 

"But it is better for you, young man, to go away from us," the teacher advised him, looking him up and 

down with his sad eyes. He made no answer, but remained. And they soon became accustomed to his 

presence, and ceased to take any notice of him. But he lived among them, and observed everything. 

The above were the chief members of the Captain's company, and he called them with kind-hearted 

sarcasm "Creatures that once were Men." For though there were men who had experienced as much of 

the bitter irony of fate as these men; yet they were not fallen so low. 

Not infrequently, respectable men belonging to the cultured classes are inferior to those belonging to 

the peasantry, and it is always a fact that the depraved man from the city is immeasurably worse than 

the depraved man from the village. This fact was strikingly illustrated by the contrast between the 

formerly well-educated men and the mujiks who were living in Kuvalda's shelter. 

The representative of the latter class was an old mujik called Tyapa. Tall and angular, he kept his head 

in such a position that his chin touched his breast. He was the Captain's first lodger, and it was said of 

him that he had a great deal of money hidden somewhere, and for its sake had nearly had his throat cut 

some two years ago: ever since then he carried his head thus. Over his eyes hung grayish eyebrows, 

and, looked at in profile, only his crooked nose was to be seen. His shadow reminded one of a poker. He 

denied that he had money, and said that they "only tried to cut his throat out of malice," and from that 

day he took to collecting rags, and that is why his head was always bent as if incessantly looking on the 

ground. When he went about shaking his head, and minus a walking-stick in his hand, and a bag on his 

back—the signs of his profession— he seemed to be thinking almost to madness, and, at such times, 

Kuvalda spoke thus, pointing to him with his finger: 

"Look, there is the conscience of Merchant Judas Petunikoff. See how disorderly, dirty, and low is the 

escaped conscience." Tyapa, as a rule, spoke in a hoarse and hardly audible voice, and that is why he 

spoke very little, and loved to be alone. But whenever a stranger, compelled to leave the village, 

appeared in the dosshouse, Tyapa seemed sadder and angrier, and followed the unfortunate about with 

biting jeers and a wicked chuckling in his throat. He either put some beggar against him, or himself 

threatened to rob and beat him, till the frightened mujik would disappear from the dosshouse and 

never more be seen. Then Tyapa was quiet again, and would sit in some corner mending his rags, or 

else reading his Bible, which was as dirty, worn, and old as himself. Only when the teacher brought a 

newspaper and began reading did he come from his corner once more. As a rule, Tyapa listened to 

what was read silently and sighed often, without asking anything of anyone. But once when the teacher, 
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having read the paper, wanted to put it away, Tyapa stretched out his bony hand, and said, "Give it to 

me. . . ." 

"What do you want it for?" 

"Give it to me . . . Perhaps there is something in it about us. . . ." 

"About whom?" 

"About the village." 

They laughed at him, and threw him the paper. He took it, and read in it how in the village the hail had 

destroyed the cornfields, how in another village fire destroyed thirty houses, and that in a third a 

woman had poisoned her family—in fact, everything that it is customary to write of—everything, that 

is to say, which is bad, and which depicts only the worst side of the unfortunate village. 

Tyapa read all this silently and roared, perhaps from sympathy, perhaps from delight at the sad news. 

He passed the whole Sunday in reading his Bible, and never went out collecting rags on that day. While 

reading, he groaned and sighed continually. He kept the book close to his breast, and was angry with 

any one who interrupted him or who touched his Bible. 

"Oh, you drunken blackguard," said Kuvalda to him, "what do you understand of it?" 

"Nothing, wizard! I don't understand anything, and I do not read any books . . . But I read. . . ." 

"Therefore you are a fool . . ." said the Captain, decidedly. "When there are insects in your head, you 

know it is uncomfortable, but if some thoughts enter there too, how will you live then, you old toad?" 

"I have not long to live," said Tyapa, quietly. 

Once the teacher asked how he had learned to read. 

"In prison," answered Tyapa shortly. 

"Have you been there?" 

"I was there." 

"For what?" 

"Just so . . . It was a mistake . . . But I brought the Bible out with me from there. A lady gave it to me . . 

. It is good in prison, brother." 
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"Is that so? And why?" 

"It teaches one . . . I learned to read there . . . I also got this book . . . And all these you see, free. . . ." 

When the teacher appeared in the dosshouse, Tyapa had already lived there for some time. He looked 

long into the teacher's face, as if to discover what kind of a man he was. 

Tyapa often listened to his conversation, and once, sitting down beside him, said: 

"I see you are very learned . . . Have you read the Bible?" 

"I have read it. . . ." 

"I see; I see . . . Can you remember it?" 

"Yes . . . I remember it. . . ." 

Then the old man leaned to one side and gazed at the other with a serious, suspicious glance. 

"There were the Amalekites, do you remember?" 

"Well?" 

"Where are they now?" 

"Disappeared . . . Tyapa . . . died out. . . ." 

The old man was silent, then asked again: "And where are the Philistines?" 

"These also. . . ." 

"Have all these died out?" 

"Yes . . . all. . . ." 

"And so . . . we also will die out?" 

"There will come a time when we also will die," said the teacher indifferently. 

"And to what tribe of Israel do we belong?" 
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The teacher looked at him, and began telling him about Scythians and Slavs. . . . The old man became 

all the more frightened, and glanced at his face. 

"You are lying!" he said scornfully, when the teacher had finished. 

"What lie have I told?" asked the teacher. 

"You mentioned tribes that are not mentioned in the Bible." 

He got up and walked away, angry and deeply insulted. 

"You will go mad, Tyapa," called the teacher after him with conviction. 

Then the old man came back again, and stretching out his hand, threatened him with his crooked and 

dirty finger. 

"God made Adam—from Adam were descended the Jews, that means that all people are descended 

from Jews . . . and we also. . . ." 

"Well?" 

"Tartars are descended from Ishmael, but he also came of the Jews. . . ." 

"What do you want to tell me all this for?" 

"Nothing! Only why do you tell lies?" Then he walked away, leaving his companion in perplexity. But 

after two days he came again and sat by him. 

"You are learned . . . Tell me, then, whose descendants are we? Are we Babylonians, or who are we?" 

"We are Slavs, Tyapa," said the teacher, and attentively awaited his answer, wishing to understand 

him. 

"Speak to me from the Bible. There are no such men there." 

Then the teacher began criticizing the Bible. The old man listened, and interrupted him after a long 

while. 

"Stop . . . Wait! That means that among people known to God there are no Russians? We are not 

known to God? Is it so? God knew all those who are mentioned in the Bible . . . He destroyed them by 

sword and fire, He destroyed their cities; but He also sent prophets to teach them. 

"That means that He also pitied them. He scattered the Jews and the Tartars . . . But what about us? 

Why have we prophets no longer?" 
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"Well, I don't know!" replied the teacher, trying to understand the old man. But the latter put his hand 

on the teacher's shoulder, and slowly pushed him backward and forward, and his throat made a noise 

as if he were swallowing something. . . . 

"Tell me! You speak so much . . . as if you knew everything. It makes me sick to listen to you . . . you 

darken my soul . . . I should be better pleased if you were silent. Who are we, eh? Why have we no 

prophets? Ha, ha! . . . Where were we when Christ walked on this earth? Do you see? And you too, you 

are lying . . . Do you think that all die out? The Russian people will never disappear . . . You are lying. 

It has been written in the Bible, only it is not known what name the Russians are given. Do you see 

what kind of people they are? They are numberless . . . How many villages are there on the earth? 

Think of all the people who live on it, so strong, go numerous I And you say that they will die out; men 

shall die, but God wants the people, God the Creator of the earth! The Amalekites did not die out. They 

are either German or French . . . But you, eh, you! Now then, tell me why we are abandoned by God? 

Have we no punishments nor prophets from the Lord? Who then will teach us?" Tyapa spoke strongly 

and plainly, and there was faith in his words. 

He had been speaking a long time, and the teacher, who was generally drunk and in a speechless 

condition, could not stand it any longer. He looked at the dry, wrinkled old man, felt the great force of 

these words, and suddenly began to pity himself. He wished to say something so strong and convincing 

to the old man that Tyapa would be disposed in his favor; he did not wish to speak in such a serious, 

earnest way, but in a soft and fatherly tone. And the teacher felt as if something were rising from his 

breast into his throat . . . But he could not find any powerful words. 

"What kind of a man are you? . . . Your soul seems to be torn away— and you still continue speaking . . 

. as if you knew something . . . It would be better if you were silent." 

"Ah, Tyapa, what you say is true," replied the teacher sadly. "The people . . . you are right . . . they are 

numberless . . . but I am a stranger to them . . . and they are strangers to me . . . Do you see where the 

tragedy of my life is hidden? . . . But let me alone! I shall suffer . . . and there are no prophets also . . . 

No. You are right, I speak a great deal . . . But it is no good to anyone. I shall be always silent . . . Only 

don't speak with me like this . . . Ah, old man, you do not know . . . You do not know . . . And you 

cannot understand." 

And in the end the teacher cried. He cried so easily and so freely, with such torrents of flowing tears, 

that he soon found relief. "You ought to go into a village . . . become a clerk or a teacher . . . You would 

be well fed there. What are you crying for?" asked Tyapa sadly. 

But the teacher was crying as if the tears quieted and comforted him. 

From this day they became friends, and the "creatures that once were men," seeing them together, 

said: "The teacher is friendly with Tyapa . . . He wishes his money. Kuvalda must have put this into his 

head . . . To look about to see where the old man's fortune is. . . ." 
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Probably they did not believe what they said. There was one strange thing about these men, namely, 

that they painted themselves to others worse than they actually were. A man who has good in him does 

not mind sometimes showing his worse nature. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

When all these people were gathered round the teacher, then the reading of the newspaper would 

begin. 

"Well, what does the newspaper discuss to-day? Is there any feuilleton?" 

"No," the teacher informs him. 

"Your publisher seems greedy . . . but is there any leader?" 

"There is one to-day . . . It appears to be by Gulyaeff." 

"Aha! Come, out with it! He writes cleverly, the rascal." 

"'The taxation of immovable property,'" reads the teacher, "It was introduced some fifteen years ago, 

and up to the present it has served as the basis for collecting these taxes in aid of the city revenue. . . .'" 

"That is simple," comments Captain Kuvalda. "It continues to serve. That is ridiculous. To the 

merchant who is moving about in the city, it is profitable that it should continue to serve. Therefore it 

does continue." 

"The article, in fact, is written on the subject," says the teacher. 

"Is it? That is strange, it is more a subject for a feuilleton." 

"Such a subject must be treated with plenty of pepper. . . ." 

Then a short discussion begins. The people listen attentively, as only one bottle of vodki has been 

drunk. 

After the leader, they read the local events, then the court proceedings, and, if in the police court it 

reports that the defendant or plaintiff is a merchant, then Aristid Kuvalda sincerely rejoices. If 

someone has robbed the merchant, "That is good," says he. "Only it is a pity they robbed him of so 

little." If his horses have broken down, "It is sad that he is still alive." If the merchant has lost his suit 

in court, "It is a pity that the costs were not double the amount." 

"That would have been illegal," remarks the teacher. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 533  september 2020 

 

26 

"Illegal! But is the merchant himself legal?" inquires Kuvalda bitterly. "What is the merchant? Let us 

investigate this rough and uncouth phenomenon. First of all, every merchant is a mujik. He comes from 

a village, and in course of time becomes a merchant. In order to be a merchant, one must have money. 

"Where can the mujik get the money from? It is well known that he does not get it by honest hard 

work, and that means that the mujik, somehow or other, has been swindling. That is to say, a merchant 

is simply a dishonest mujik." 

"Splendid!" cry the people, approving the orator's deduction, and Tyapa bellows all the time, 

scratching his breast. He always bellows like this as he drinks his first glass of vodki, when he has a 

drunken headache. The Captain beams with joy. They next read the correspondence. This is, for the 

Captain, "an abundance of drinks," as he himself calls it. He always notices how the merchants make 

this life abominable, and how cleverly they spoil everything. His speeches thunder at and annihilate 

merchants. His audience listens to him with the greatest pleasure, because he swears atrociously. "If I 

wrote for the papers," he shouts, "I would show up the merchant in his true colors . . . I would show 

that he is a beast, playing for a time the role of a man. I understand him! He is a rough boor, does not 

know the meaning of the words 'good taste,' has no notion of patriotism, and his knowledge is not 

worth five kopecks." 

Abyedok, knowing the Captain's weak point, and fond of making other people angry, cunningly adds: 

"Yes, since the nobility began to make acquaintance with hunger, men have disappeared from the 

world. . . ." 

"You are right, you son of a spider and a toad. Yes, from the time that the noblemen fell, there have 

been no men. There are only merchants, and I hate them." 

"That is easy to understand, brother, because you too, have been brought down by them. . . ." 

"I? I was ruined by love of life . . . Fool that I was, I loved life, but the merchant spoils it, and I cannot 

bear it, simply for this reason, and not because I am a nobleman. But if you want to know the truth, I 

was once a man, though I was not noble. I care now for nothing and nobody . . . and all my life has been 

tame—a sweetheart who has jilted me— therefore I despise life, and am indifferent to it." 

"You lie!" says Abyedok. 

"I lie?" roars Aristid Kuvalda, almost crimson with anger. 

"Why shout?" comes in the cold sad voice of Martyanoff. 

"Why judge others? Merchants, noblemen. . .what have we to do with them?" 

"Seeing what we are" . . . puts in Deacon Taras. 
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"Be quiet, Abyedok," says the teacher good-naturedly. 

"Why do you provoke him?" He does not love either discussion or noise, and when they quarrel all 

around him his lips form into a sickly grimace, and he endeavors quietly and reasonably to reconcile 

each with the other, and if he does not succeed in this he leaves the company. Knowing this, the 

Captain, if he is not very drunk, controls himself, not wishing to lose, in the person of the teacher, one 

of the best of his listeners. 

"I repeat," he continues, in a quieter tone, "that I see life in the hands of enemies, not only enemies of 

the noble but of everything good, avaricious and incapable of adorning existence in any way." 

"But all the same, says the teacher, "merchants, so to speak, created Genoa, Venice, Holland—and all 

these were merchants, merchants from England, India, the Stroyanoff merchants. . . ." 

"I do not speak of these men, I am thinking of Judas Petunikoff, who is one of them. . . ." 

"And you say you have nothing to do with them?" asks the teacher quietly. 

"But do you think that I do not live? Aha! I do live, but I suppose I ought not to be angry at the fact 

that life is desecrated and robbed of all freedom by these men." 

"And they dare to laugh at the kindly anger of the Captain, a man living in retirement?" says Abyedok 

teasingly. 

"Very well! I agree with you that I am foolish. Being a creature who was once a man, I ought to blot out 

from my heart all those feelings that once were mine. You may be right, but then how could I or any of 

you defend ourselves if we did away with all these feelings?" 

"Now then, you are talking sense," says the teacher encouragingly. 

"We want other feelings and other views on life . . . We want something new. . .because we ourselves 

are a novelty in this life. . . ." 

"Doubtless this is most important for us," remarks the teacher. 

"Why?" asks Kanets. "Is it not all the same whatever we say or think? We have not got long to live I 

am forty, you are fifty . . . there is no one among us younger than thirty, and even at twenty one cannot 

live such a life long." 

"And what kind of novelty are we?" asked Abyedok mockingly. 

"Since nakedness has always existed" 
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"Yes, and it created Rome," said the teacher. 

"Yes, of course," says the Captain, beaming with joy. 

"Romulus and Remus, eh? We also shall create when our time comes. . . ." 

"Violation of public peace," interrupts Abyedok. He laughs in a self-satisfied way. His laughter is 

impudent and insolent, and is echoed by Simtsoff, the Deacon and Paltara Taras. The naive eyes of 

young Meteor light up, and his cheeks flush crimson. 

Kanets speaks, and it seems as if he were hammering their heads. 

"All these are foolish illusions . . . fiddlesticks!" 

It was strange to see them reasoning in this manner, these outcasts from life, tattered, drunken with 

vodki and wickedness, filthy and forlorn. Such conversations rejoiced the Captain's heart. They gave 

him an opportunity of speaking more, and therefore he thought himself better than the rest. However 

low he may fall, a man can never deny himself the delight of feeling cleverer, more powerful, or even 

better fed than his companions. Aristid Kuvalda abused this pleasure, and never could have enough of 

it, much to the disgust of Abyedok, Kubar, and others of these creatures that once were men, who were 

less interested in such things. 

Politics, however, were more to the popular taste. The discussions as to the necessity of taking India or 

of subduing England were lengthy and protracted. 

Nor did they speak with less enthusiasm of the radical measure of clearing Jews off the face of the 

earth. On this subject Abyedok was always the first to propose dreadful plans to effect the desired end, 

but the Captain, always first in every other argument, did not join in this one. They also spoke much 

and impudently about women, but the teacher always defended them, and sometimes was very angry 

when they went so far as to pass the limits of decency. They all, as a rule, gave in to him, because they 

did not look upon him as a common person, and also because they wished to borrow from him on 

Saturdays the money which he had earned during the week. He had many privileges. They never beat 

him, for instance, on these occasions when the conversation ended in a free fight. He had the right to 

bring women into the dosshouse; a privilege accorded to no one else, as the Captain had previously 

warned them. 

"No bringing of women to my house," he had said. "Women, merchants and philosophers, these are the 

three causes of my ruin. I will horsewhip anyone bringing in women. I will horsewhip the woman also . 

. . And as to the philosopher, I'll knock his head off for him." And notwithstanding his age he could 

have knocked anyone's head off, for he possessed wonderful strength. Besides that, whenever he fought 

or quarrelled, he was assisted by Martyanoff, who was accustomed during a general fight to stand 

silently and sadly back to back with Kuvalda, when he became an all destroying and impregnable 

engine of war. Once when Simtsoff was drunk, he rushed at the teacher for no reason whatever, and 

getting hold of his head tore out a bunch of hair. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 533  september 2020 

 

29 

Kuvalda, with one stroke of his fist in the other's chest, sent him spinning, and he fell to the ground. He 

was unconscious for almost half-an-hour, and when he came to himself Kuvalda compelled him to eat 

the hair he had torn from the teacher's head. He ate it, preferring this to being beaten to death. 

Besides reading newspapers, fighting and indulging in general conversation, they amused themselves by 

playing cards. They played without Martyanoff because he could not play honestly. After cheating 

several times, he openly confessed: "I cannot play without cheating . . . it is a habit of mine." 

"Habits do get the better of you," assented Deacon Taras. "I always used to beat my wife every Sunday 

after Mass, and when she died I cannot describe how extremely dull I felt every Sunday. I lived through 

one Sunday—it was dreadful, the second I still controlled myself, the third Sunday I struck my Asok. . . 

. She was angry and threatened to summon me. Just imagine if she had done so! On the fourth Sunday, 

I beat her just as if she were my own wife! After that I gave her ten roubles, and beat her according to 

my own rules till I married again!" 

"You are lying, Deacon! How could you marry a second time?" interrupted Abyedok. 

"Ay, just so . . . She looked after my house . . ." 

"Did you have any children?" asked the teacher. 

"Five of them . . . One was drowned . . . the oldest . . . he was an amusing boy! Two died of diphtheria . . 

. One of the daughters married a student and went with him to Siberia. 

"The other went to the University of St. Petersburg and died there . . . of consumption they say. Ye—es, 

there were five of them . . . Ecclesiastics are prolific, you know." He began explaining why this was so, 

and they laughed till they nearly burst at his tales. When the laughter stopped, Aleksei Maksimovitch 

Simtsoff remembered that he too had once had a daughter. 

"Her name was Lidka . . . she was very stout. . . ." 

More than this he did not seem to remember, for he looked at them all, was silent and smiled . . . in a 

guilty way. Those men spoke very little to each other about their past, and they recalled it very seldom, 

and then only its general outlines. When they did mention it, it was in a cynical tone. Probably, this was 

just as well, since, in many people, remembrance of the past kills all present energy and deadens all 

hope for the future. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

On rainy, cold, or dull days in the late autumn, these "creatures that once were men" gathered in the 

eating-house of Vaviloff. They were well known there, where some feared them as thieves and rogues, 

and some looked upon them contemptuously as hard drinkers, although they respected them, thinking 

that they were clever. 
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The eating-house of Vaviloff was the club of the main street, and the "creatures that once were men" 

were its most intellectual members. 

On Saturday evenings or Sunday mornings, when the eating-house was packed, the "creatures that 

once were men" were only too welcome guests. They brought with them, besides the forgotten and 

poverty-stricken inhabitants of the street, their own spirit, in which there was something that 

brightened the lives of men exhausted and worn out in the struggle for existence, as great drunkards as 

the inhabitants of Kuvalda's shelter, and, like them, outcasts from the town. Their ability to speak on 

all subjects, their freedom of opinion, skill in repartee, courage in the presence of those of whom the 

whole street was in terror, together with their daring demeanor, could not but be pleasing to their 

companions. Then, too, they were well versed in law, and could advise, write petitions, and help to 

swindle without incurring the risk of punishment. For all this they were paid with vodki and flattering 

admiration of their talents. 

The inhabitants of the street were divided into two parties according to their sympathies. One was in 

favor of Kuvalda, who was thought "a good soldier, clever, and courageous"; the other was convinced 

of the fact that the teacher was "superior" to Kuvalda. The latter's admirers were those who were 

known to be drunkards, thieves, and murderers, for whom the road from beggary to prison was 

inevitable. But those who respected the teacher were men who still had expectations, still hoped for 

better things, who were eternally occupied with nothing, and who were nearly always hungry. 

The nature of the teacher's and Kuvalda's relations toward the street may be gathered from the 

following: 

Once in the eating-house they were discussing the resolution passed by the Corporation regarding the 

main street, viz., that the inhabitants were to fill up the pits and ditches in the street, and that neither 

manure nor the dead bodies of domestic animals should be used for the purpose, but only broken tiles, 

etc., from the ruins of other houses. 

"Where am I going to get these same broken tiles and bricks? I could not get sufficient bricks together 

to build a hen-house," plaintively said Mokei Anisimoff, a man who hawked kalaches (a sort of white 

bread) which were baked by his wife. 

"Where can you get broken bricks and lime rubbish? Take bags with you, and go and remove them 

from the Corporation buildings. They are so old that they are of no use to anyone, and you will thus be 

doing two good deeds; firstly, by repairing the main street; and secondly, by adorning the city with a 

new Corporation building." 

"If you want horses, get them from the Lord Mayor, and take his three daughters, who seem quite fit 

for harness. Then destroy the house of Judas Petunikoff and pave the street with its timbers. By the 

way, Mokei, I know out of what your wife baked to-day's kalaches; out of the frames of the third 

window and the two steps from the roof of Judas' house." 
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When those present had laughed and joked sufficiently over the Captain's proposal, the sober market 

gardener, Pavlyugus asked: "But seriously, what are we to do, your honor? . . . Eh? What do you 

think?" 

"I? I shall neither move hand nor foot. If they wish to clean the street, let them do it." 

"Some of the houses are almost coming down. . . ." 

"Let them fall; don't interfere; and when they fall ask help from the city. If they don't give it you, then 

bring a suit in court against them! Where does the water come from? From the city! Therefore let the 

city be responsible for the destruction of the houses." 

"They will say it is rain-water." 

"Does it destroy the houses in the city? Eh? They take taxes from you, but they do not permit you to 

speak! They destroy your property and at the same time compel you to repair it!" And half the radicals 

in the street, convinced by the words of Kuvalda, decided to wait till the rain-water came down in huge 

streams and swept away their houses. The others, more sensible, found in the teacher a man who 

composed for them an excellent and convincing report for the Corporation. In this report the refusal of 

the street's inhabitants to comply with the resolution of the Corporation was well explained that the 

Corporation actually entertained it. It was decided that the rubbish left after some repairs had been 

done to the barracks should be used for mending and filling up the ditches in their street, and for the 

transport of this five horses were given by the fire brigade. Still more, they even saw the necessity of 

laying a drain-pipe through the street. This and many other things vastly increased the popularity of 

the teacher. He wrote petitions for them and published various remarks in the newspapers. 

For instance, on one occasion Vaviloff's customers noticed that the herrings and other provisions of the 

eating-house were not what they should be, and after a day or two they saw Vaviloff standing at the bar 

with the newspaper in his hand making a public apology. 

"It is true, I must acknowledge, that I bought old and not very good herrings, and the cabbage . . . also . 

. . was old. It is only too well known that anyone can put many a five-kopeck piece in his pocket in this 

way. And what is the result? It has not been a success; I was greedy, I own, but the cleverer man has 

exposed me, so we are quits. . . ." 

This confession made a very good impression on the people, and it also gave Vaviloff the opportunity of 

still feeding them with herrings and cabbages which were not good, though they failed to notice it, so 

much were they impressed. 

This incident was very significant, because it increased not only the teacher's popularity, but also the 

effect of press opinion. 

It often happened, too, that the teacher read lectures on practical morality in the eating-house. 
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"I saw you," he said to the painter, Yashka Tyarin; "I saw you, Yakov, beating your wife. . . ." Yashka 

was "touched with paint" after having two glasses of vodki, and was in a slightly uplifted condition. 

The people looked at him, expecting him to make a row, and all were silent. 

"Did you see me? And how did it please you?" asks Yashka. 

The people control their laughter. 

"No; it did not please me," replies the teacher. His tone is so serious that the people are silent. 

"You see I was just trying it," said Yashka, with bravado, fearing that the teacher would rebuke him. 

"The wife is satisfied. . . She has not got up yet today. . . ." 

The teacher, who was drawing absently with his fingers on the table, said, "Do you see, Yakov, why this 

did not please me? . . . Let us go into the matter thoroughly, and understand what you are really doing, 

and what the result may be. Your wife is pregnant. You struck her last night on her sides and breast. 

That means that you beat not only her but the child too. You may have killed him, and your wife might 

have died or else have become seriously ill. To have the trouble of looking after a sick woman is not 

pleasant. It is wearing, and would cost you dear, because illness requires medicine, and medicine 

money. If you have not killed the child, you may have crippled him, and he will he born deformed, lop-

sided, or hunch-backed. That means that he will not be able to work, and it is only too important to you 

that he should be a good workman. Even if he be born ill, it will be bad enough, because he will keep his 

mother from work, and will require medicine. Do you see what you are doing to yourself? Men who live 

by hard work must be strong and healthy, and they should have strong and healthy children . . . Do I 

speak truly?" 

"Yes," assented the listeners. 

"But all this will never happen," says Yashka, becoming rather frightened at the prospect held out to 

him by the teacher. 

"She is healthy, and I cannot have reached the child . . . She is a devil— a hag!" he shouts angrily. "I 

would . . . She will eat me away as rust eats iron." 

"I understand, Yakov, that you cannot help beating your wife," the teacher's sad and thoughtful voice 

again breaks in. "You have many reasons for doing so . . . It is your wife's character that causes you to 

beat her so incautiously . . . But your own dark and sad life. . . ." 

"You are right!" shouts Yakov. "We live in darkness, like the chimney-sweep when he is in the 

chimney!" 
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"You are angry with your life, but your wife is patient; the closest relation to you—your wife, and you 

make her suffer for this, simply because you are stronger than she. She is always with you, and cannot 

get away. Don't you see how absurd you are?" 

"That is so . . . Devil take it! But what shall I do? Am I not a man?" 

"Just so! You are a man. . . . I only wish to tell you that if you cannot help beating her, then beat her 

carefully and always remember that you may injure her health or that of the child. It is not good to 

beat pregnant women . . . on their belly or on their sides and chests . . . Beat her, say, on the neck . . . or 

else take a rope and beat her on some soft place. . . ." 

The orator finished his speech and looked upon his hearers with his dark, pathetic eyes, seeming to 

apologize to them for some unknown crime. 

The public understands it. They understand the morale of the creature who was once a man, the 

morale of the public-house and much misfortune. 

"Well, brother Yashka, did you understand? See how true it is!" 

Yakov understood that to beat her incautiously might be injurious to his wife. He is silent, replying to 

his companions' jokes with confused smiles. 

"Then again, what is a wife?" philosophizes the baker, Mokei Anisimoff. "A wife . . . is a friend if we 

look at the matter in that way. She is like a chain, chained to you for life . . . and you are both just like 

galley slaves. And if you try to get away from her, you cannot, you feel the chain." 

"Wait," says Yakovleff; "but you beat your wife too." 

"Did I say that I did not? I beat her . . . There is nothing else handy . . . Do you expect me to beat the 

wall with my fist when my patience is exhausted?" 

"I feel just like that too . . ." says Yakov. 

"How hard and difficult our life is, my brothers! There is no real rest for us anywhere!" 

"And even you beat your wife by mistake," some one remarks humorously. And thus they speak till far 

on in the night or till they have quarrelled, the usual result of drink or of passions engendered by such 

discussions. 

The rain beats on the windows, and outside the cold wind is blowing. The eating-house is close with 

tobacco smoke, but it is warm, while the street is cold and wet. Now and then, the wind beats 

threateningly on the windows of the eating-house, as if bidding these men to come out and be scattered 

like dust over the face of the earth. 
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Sometimes a stifled and hopeless groan is heard in its howling which again is drowned by cold, cruel 

laughter. This music fills one with dark, sad thoughts of the approaching winter, with its accursed 

short, sunless days and long nights, of the necessity of possessing warm garments and plenty to eat. It is 

hard to sleep through the long winter nights on an empty stomach. Winter is approaching. Yes, it is 

approaching . . . How to live? 

These gloomy forebodings created a strong thirst among the inhabitants of the main street, and the 

sighs of the "creatures that once were men" increased with the wrinkles on their brows, their voices 

became thick and their behavior to each other more blunt. And brutal crimes were committed among 

them, and the roughness of these poor unfortunate outcasts was apt to increase at the approach of that 

inexorable enemy, who transformed all their lives into one cruel farce. But this enemy could not be 

captured because it was invisible. 

Then they began beating each other brutally, and drank till they had drunk everything which they 

could pawn to the indulgent Vaviloff. And thus they passed the autumn days in open wickedness, in 

suffering which was eating their hearts out, unable to rise out of this vicious life and in dread of the still 

crueller days of winter. 

Kuvalda in such cases came to their assistance with his philosophy. 

"Don't lose your temper, brothers, everything has an end, this is the chief characteristic of life. 

"The winter will pass, summer will follow . . . a glorious time, when the very sparrows are filled with 

rejoicing." But his speeches did not have any effect—a mouthful of even the freshest and purest water 

will not satisfy a hungry man. 

Deacon Taras also tried to amuse the people by singing his songs and relating his tales. He was more 

successful, and sometimes his endeavors ended in a wild and glorious orgy at the eating-house. They 

sang, laughed and danced, and for hours behaved like madmen. After this they again fell into a 

despairing mood, sitting at the tables of the eating-house, in the black smoke of the lamp and the 

tobacco; sad and tattered, speaking lazily to each other, listening to the wild howling of the wind, and 

thinking how they could get enough vodki to deaden their senses. 

And their hand was against every man, and every man's hand against them. 

All things are relative in this world, and a man cannot sink into any condition so bad that it could not 

be worse. One day, toward the end of September, Captain Aristid Kuvalda was sitting, as was his 

custom, on the bench near the door of the dosshouse, looking at the stone building built by the 

merchant Petunikoff close to Vaviloff's eating-house, and thinking deeply. This building, which was 

partly surrounded by woods, served the purpose of a candle factory. 

Painted red, as if with blood, it looked like a cruel machine which, though not working, opened a row of 

deep, hungry, gaping jaws, as if ready to devour and swallow anything. The gray wooden eating-house 

of Vaviloff, with its bent roof covered with patches, leaned against one of the brick walls of the factory, 

and seemed as if it were some large form of parasite clinging to it. The Captain was thinking that they 
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would very soon be making new houses to replace the old building. "They will destroy the dosshouse 

even," he reflected. "It will be necessary to look out for another, but such a cheap one is not to be 

found. It seems a great pity to have to leave a place to which one is accustomed, though it will be 

necessary to go, simply because some merchant or other thinks of manufacturing candles and soap." 

And the Captain felt that if he could only make the life of such an enemy miserable, even temporarily, 

oh! with what pleasure he would do it! 

Yesterday, Ivan Andreyevitch Petunikoff was in the dosshouse yard with his son and an architect. They 

measured the yard and put small wooden sticks in various places, which, after the exit of Petunikoff 

and at the order of the Captain, Meteor took out and threw away. To the eyes of the Captain this 

merchant appeared small and thin. He wore a long garment like a frock-coat, a velvet cap, and high, 

well-cleaned boots. He had a thin face with prominent cheek-bones, a wedge-shaped grayish beard, and 

a high forehead seamed with wrinkles from beneath which shone two narrow, blinking, and observant 

gray eyes . . . a sharp, gristly nose, a small mouth with thin lips . . . altogether his appearance was pious, 

rapacious, and respectably wicked. 

"Cursed cross-bred fox and pig!" swore the Captain under his breath, recalling his first meeting with 

Petunikoff. The merchant came with one of the town councillors to buy the house, and seeing the 

Captain asked his companion: 

"Is this your lodger?" 

And from that day, a year and a half ago, there has been keen competition among the inhabitants of the 

dosshouse as to which can swear the hardest at the merchant. And last night there was a "slight 

skirmish with hot words," as the Captain called it, between Petunikoff and himself. Having dismissed 

the architect the merchant approached the Captain. 

"What are you hatching?" asked he, putting his hand to his cap, perhaps to adjust it, perhaps as a 

salutation. 

"What are you plotting?" answered the Captain in the same tone. He moved his chin so that his beard 

trembled a little; a non-exacting person might have taken it for a bow; otherwise it only expressed the 

desire of the Captain to move his pipe from one corner of his mouth to the other. "You see, having 

plenty of money, I can afford to sit hatching it. Money is a good thing, and I possess it," the Captain 

chaffed the merchant, casting cunning glances at him. "It means that you serve money, and not money 

you," went on Kuvalda, desiring at the same time to punch the merchant's belly. 

"Isn't it all the same? Money makes life comfortable, but no money," . . . and the merchant looked at 

the Captain with a feigned expression of suffering. The other's upper lip curled, and exposed large, 

wolf-like teeth. 

"With brains and a conscience, it is possible to live without it. Men only acquire riches when they cease 

to listen to their conscience . . . the less conscience the more money!" 

"Just so; but then there are men who have neither money nor conscience." 
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"Were you just like what you are now when you were young?" asked Kuvalda simply. The other's 

nostrils twitched. Ivan Andreyevitch sighed, passed his hand over his eyes and said: 

"Oh! When I was young I had to undergo a great many difficulties . . . Work! Oh! I did work!" "And 

you cheated, too, I suppose?" 

"People like you? Nobles? I should just think so! They used to grovel at my feet!" "You only went in 

for robbing, not murder, I suppose?" asked the Captain. Petunikoff turned pale, and hastily changed 

the subject. "You are a bad host. You sit while your guest stands." 

"Let him sit, too," said Kuvalda. 

"But what am I to sit on?" 

"On the earth . . . it will take any rubbish . . ." 

"You are the proof of that," said Petunikoff quietly, while his eyes shot forth poisonous glances. 

And he went away, leaving Kuvalda under the pleasant impression that the merchant was afraid of 

him. If he were not afraid of him he would long ago have evicted him from the dosshouse. 

But then he would think twice before turning him out, because of the five roubles a month. And the 

Captain gazed with pleasure at Petunikoff's back as he slowly retreated from the court-yard. Following 

him with his eyes, he noticed how the merchant passed the factory and disappeared into the wood, and 

he wished very much that he might fall and break all his bones. He sat imagining many horrible forms 

of disaster while watching Petunikoff, who was descending the hill into the wood like a spider going into 

its web. Last night he even imagined that the wood gave way before the merchant and he fell . . . but 

afterward he found that he had only been dreaming. 

And to-day, as always, the red building stands out before the eyes of Aristid Kuvalda, so plain, so 

massive, and clinging so strongly to the earth, that it seems to be sucking away all its life. It appears to 

be laughing coldly at the Captain with its gaping walls. The sun pours its rays on them as generously as 

it does on the miserable hovels of the main street. 

"Devil take the thing!" exclaimed the Captain, thoughtfully measuring the walls of the factory with his 

eyes. "If only . . . ." Trembling with excitement at the thought that had just entered his mind Aristid 

Kuvalda jumped up and ran to Vaviloff's eating-house muttering to himself all the time. 

Vaviloff met him at the bar and gave him a friendly welcome. 

"I wish your honor good health!" He was of middle height and had a bald head, gray hair, and straight 

mustaches like tooth-brushes. Upright and neat in his clean jacket, he showed by every movement that 

he was an old soldier. 
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"Egorka, show me the lease and plan of your house," demanded Kuvalda impatiently. 

"I have shown it you before." Vaviloff looked up suspiciously and closely scanned the Captain's face. 

"Show it me!" shouted the Captain, striking the bar with his fist and sitting down on a stool close by. 

"But why?" asked Vaviloff, knowing that it was better to keep his wits about him when Kuvalda got 

excited. 

"You fool! Bring it at once." 

Vaviloff rubbed his forehead, and turned his eyes to the ceiling in a tired way. 

"Where are those papers of yours?" 

There was no answer to this on the ceiling, so the old sergeant looked down at the floor, and began 

drumming with his fingers on the bar in a worried and thoughtful manner. 

"It's no good your making wry faces!" shouted the Captain, for he had no great affection for him, 

thinking that a former soldier should rather have become a thief than an eating-house keeper. 

"Oh! Yes! Aristid Fomich, I remember now. They were left at the High Court of Justice at the time 

when I came into possession." 

"Get along, Egorka! It is to your own interest to show me the plan, the title-deeds, and everything you 

have immediately. You will probably clear at least a hundred roubles over this, do you understand?" 

Vaviloff did not understand at all; but the Captain spoke in such a serious and convincing tone that the 

sergeant's eyes burned with curiosity, and, telling him that he would see if the papers were in his desk, 

he went through the door behind the bar. 

Two minutes later he returned with the papers in his hand, and an expression of extreme astonishment 

on his face. 

"Here they are; the deeds about the damned houses!" 

"Ah! You . . . vagabond! And you pretend to have been a soldier, too!" And Kuvalda did not cease to 

belabor him with his tongue, as he snatched the blue parchment from his hands. Then, spreading the 

papers out in front of him, and excited all the more by Vaviloff's inquisitiveness, the Captain began 

reading and bellowing at the same time. At last he got up resolutely, and went to the door, leaving all 

the papers on the bar, and saying to Vaviloff: 

"Wait! Don't lift them!" 
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Vaviloff gathered them lip, put them into the cashbox, and locked it, then felt the lock with his hand, to 

see if it were secure. After that, he scratched his bald head, thoughtfully, and went up on the roof of the 

eating-house. There he saw the Captain measuring the front of the house, and watched him anxiously, 

as he snapped his fingers, and began measuring the same line over again. Vaviloff's face lit up 

suddenly, and he smiled happily. 

"Aristid, Fomich, is it possible?" he shouted, when the Captain came opposite to him. 

"Of course it is possible. There is more than one short in the front alone, and as to the depth I shall see 

immediately." 

"The depth . . . seventy-three feet." 

"What? Have you guessed, you shaved, ugly face?" 

"Of course, Aristid Fomich! If you have eyes you can see a thing or two," shouted Vaviloff joyfully. 

A few minutes afterward they sat side by side in Vaviloff's parlor, and the Captain was engaged in 

drinking large quantities of beer. 

"And so all the walls of the factory stand on your ground," said he to the eating-house keeper. "Now, 

mind you show no mercy! The teacher will be here presently, and we will get him to draw up a petition 

to the court. As to the amount of the damages you will name a very moderate sum in order not to waste 

money in deed stamps, but we will ask to have the factory knocked down. This, you see, donkey, is the 

result of trespassing on other people's property. It is a splendid piece of luck for you. We will force him 

to have the place smashed, and I can tell you it will be an expensive job for him. Off with you to the 

court. Bring pressure to bear on Judas. We will calculate how much it will take to break the factory 

down to its very foundations. We will make an estimate of it all, counting the time it will take too, and 

we will make honest Judas pay two thousand roubles besides." 

"He will never give it!" cried Vaviloff, but his eyes shone with a greedy light. 

"You lie! He will give it . . . Use your brains . . . What else can he do? But look here, Egorka, mind you, 

don't go in for doing it on the cheap. They are sure to fry to buy you off. Don't sell yourself cheap. They 

will probably use threats, but rely upon us. . . ." 

The Captain's eyes were alight with happiness, and his face with excitement. He worked upon 

Vaviloff's greed, and urging upon him the importance of immediate action in the matter, went away in 

a very joyful and happy frame of mind. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

In the evening everyone was told of the Captain's discovery, and they all began to discuss Petunikoff's 

future predicament, painting in vivid colors his excitement and astonishment on the day the court 
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messenger handed him the copy of the summons. The Captain felt himself quite a hero. He was happy 

and all his friends highly pleased. The heap of dark and tattered figures that lay in the courtyard made 

noisy demonstrations of pleasure. They all knew the merchant, Petunikoff, who passed them very often, 

contemptuously turning up his eyes and giving them no more attention than he bestowed on the other 

heaps of rubbish lying on the ground. He was well fed, and that exasperated them still more; and now 

how splendid it was that one of themselves had struck a hard blow at the selfish merchant's purse! It 

gave them all the greatest pleasure. The Captain's discovery was a powerful instrument in their hands. 

Every one of them felt keen animosity toward all those who were well fed and well dressed, but in some 

of them this feeling was only beginning to develop. Burning interest was felt by those "creatures that 

once were men" in the prospective fight between Kuvalda and Petunikoff, which they already saw in 

imagination. 

For a fortnight the inhabitants of the dosshouse awaited the further development of events, but 

Petunikoff never once visited the building. It was known that he was not in town, and that the copy of 

the petition had not yet been handed to him. Kuvalda raged at the delays of the civil court. It is 

improbable that anyone had ever awaited the merchant with such impatience as did this bare-footed 

brigade. 

"He isn't even thinking of coming, the wretch! . . ." 

"That means that he does not love me!" sang Deacon Taras, leaning his chin on his hand and casting a 

humorous glance toward the mountain. 

At last Petunikoff appeared. He came in a respectable cart with his son playing the role of groom. The 

latter was a red-cheeked, nice-looking youngster, in a long square-cut overcoat. He wore smoked 

eyeglasses. They tied the horse to an adjoining tree, the son took the measuring instrument out of his 

pocket and gave it to his father, and they began to measure the ground. Both were silent and worried. 

"Aha!" shouted the Captain gleefully. 

All those who were in the dosshouse at the moment came out to look at them and expressed themselves 

loudly and freely in reference to the matter. 

"What does the habit of thieving mean? A man may sometimes make a big mistake when he steals, 

standing to lose more than he gets," said the Captain, causing much laughter among his staff and 

eliciting various murmurs of assent. 

"Take care, you devil!" shouted Petunikoff, "lest I have you in the police court for your words!" 

"You can do nothing to me without witnesses . . . Your son cannot give evidence on your side" . . . the 

Captain warned him. 

"Look out all the same, you old wretch, you may be found guilty too!" And Petunikoff shook his fist at 

him. His son, deeply engrossed in his calculations, took no notice of the dark group of men, who were 
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taking such a wicked delight in adding to his father's discomfiture. He did not even once look in their 

direction. 

"The young spider has himself well in hand," remarked Abyedok, watching young Petunikoff's every 

movement and action. Having taken all the measurements he desired, Ivan Andreyevitch knit his 

brows, got into the cart, and drove away. His son went with a firm step into Vaviloff's eating-house, and 

disappeared behind the door. 

"Ho, ho! That's a determined young thief! . . . What will happen next, I wonder . . .?" asked Kuvalda. 

"Next? Young Petunikoff will buy out Egor Vaviloff," said Abyedok with conviction, and smacked his 

lips as if the idea gave him great pleasure. 

"And you are glad of that?" Kuvalda asked him gravely. 

"I am always pleased to see human calculations miscarry," explained Abyedok, rolling his eyes and 

rubbing his hands with delight. The Captain spat angrily on the ground and was silent. They all stood 

in front of the tumble-down building, and silently watched the doors of the eating-house. More than an 

hour passed thus. 

Then the doors opened and Petunikoff came out as silently as he had entered. He stopped for a 

moment, coughed, turned up the collar of his coat, glanced at the men, who were following all his 

movements with their eyes, and then went up the street toward the town. 

The Captain watched him for a moment, and turning to Abyedok said smilingly: 

"Probably you were right after all, you son of a scorpion and a wood-louse! You nose out every evil 

thing. Yes, the face of that young swindler shows that be has got what he wanted. . . I wonder how 

much Egorka has got out of them. He has evidently taken something . . . He is just the same sort of 

rogue that they are . . . they are all tarred with the same brush. He has got some money, and I'm 

damned if I did not arrange the whole thing for him! It is best to own my folly . . . Yes, life is against us 

all, brothers . . . and even when you spit upon those nearest to you, the spittle rebounds and hits your 

own face." 

Having satisfied himself with this reflection, the worthy Captain looked round upon his staff. Every one 

of them was disappointed, because they all knew that something they did not expect had taken place 

between Petunikoff and Vaviloff, and they all felt that they had been insulted. The feeling that one is 

unable to injure anyone is worse than the feeling that one is unable to do good, because to do harm is 

far easier and simpler. 

"Well, why are we loitering here? We have nothing more to wait for . . . except the reward that I shall 

get out— out of Egorka, . . ." said the Captain, looking angrily at the eating-house. "So our peaceful life 

under the roof of Judas has come to an end. 

"Judas will now turn us out . . . So do not say that I have not warned you." 
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Kanets smiled sadly. 

"What are you laughing at, jailer?" Kuvalda asked. 

"Where shall I go then?" 

"That, my soul, is a question that fate will settle for you, so do not worry," said the Captain 

thoughtfully, entering the dosshouse. "The creatures that once were men" followed him. 

"We can do nothing but await the critical moment," said the Captain, walking about among them. 

"When they turn us out we shall seek a new place for ourselves, but at present there is no use spoiling 

our life by thinking of it . . . In times of crisis one becomes energetic . . . and if life were fuller of them 

and every moment of it so arranged that we were compelled to tremble for our lives all the time . . . By 

God! life would be livelier and even fuller of interest and energy than it is!" 

"That means that people would all go about cutting one another's throats," explained Abyedok 

smilingly. 

"Well, what about it?" asked the Captain angrily. He did not like to hear his thoughts illustrated. 

"Oh! Nothing! When a person wants to get anywhere quickly he whips up the horses, but of course it 

needs fire to make engines go. . . ." 

"Well, let everything go to the Devil as quickly as possible. I'm sure I should be pleased if the earth 

suddenly opened up or was burned or destroyed somehow . . . only I were left to the last in order to see 

the others consumed. . . ." 

"Ferocious creature!" smiled Abyedok. 

"Well, what of that? I . . . I was once a man . . . now I am an outcast . . . that means I have no 

obligations. It means that I am free to spit on everyone. The nature of my present life means the 

rejection of my past . . . giving up all relations toward men who are well fed and well dressed, and who 

look upon me with contempt because I am inferior to them in the matter of feeding or dressing. I must 

develop something new within myself, do you understand? Something that will make Judas Petunikoff 

and his kind tremble and perspire before me!" 

"Ah! You have a courageous tongue!" jeered Abyedok. 

"Yes . . . You miser!" And Kuvalda looked at him contemptuously. "What do you understand? What 

do you know? Are you able to think? But I have thought and I have read . . . books of which you could 

not have understood one word." 
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"Of course! One cannot eat soup out of one's hand . . . But though you have read and thought, and I 

have not done that or anything else, we both seem to have got into pretty much the same condition, 

don't we?" 

"Go to the Devil!" shouted Kuvalda. His conversations with Abyedok always ended thus. When the 

teacher was absent his speeches, as a rule, fell on the empty air, and received no attention, and he knew 

this, but still he could not help speaking. And now, having quarrelled with his companion, he felt rather 

deserted; but, still longing for conversation, he turned to Simtsoff with the following question: 

"And you, Aleksei Maksimovitch, where will you lay your gray head?" 

The old man smiled good-humoredly, rubbed his hands, and replied, "I do not know . . . I will see. One 

does not require much, just a little drink." 

"Plain but honorable fare!" the Captain said. Simtsoff was silent, only adding that he would find a 

place sooner than any of them, because women loved him. This was true. The old man had, as a rule, 

two or three prostitutes, who kept him on their very scant earnings. They very often beat him, but he 

took this stoically. They somehow never beat him too much, probably because they pitied him. He was a 

great lover of women, and said they were the cause of all his misfortunes. The character of his relations 

toward them was confirmed by the appearance of his clothes, which, as a rule, were tidy, and cleaner 

than those of his companions. And now, sitting at the door of the dosshouse, he boastingly related that 

for a long time past Redka had been asking him to go and live with her, but he had not gone because he 

did not want to part with the company. They heard this with jealous interest. They all knew Redka. She 

lived very near the town, almost below the mountain. Not long ago, she had been in prison for theft. She 

was a retired nurse; a tall, stout peasant woman with a face marked by smallpox, but with very pretty, 

though always drunken, eyes. 

"Just look at the old devil!" swore Abyedok, looking at Simtsoff, who was smiling in a self-satisfied 

way. 

"And do you know why they love me? Because I know how to cheer up their souls." 

"Do you?" inquired Kuvalda. 

"And I can make them pity me . . . And a woman, when she pities! Go and weep to her, and ask her to 

kill you . . . she will pity you— and she will kill you." 

"I feel inclined to commit a murder," declared Martyanoff, laughing his dull laugh. 

"Upon whom?" asked Abyedok, edging away from him. 

"It's all the same to me . . . Petunikoff . . . Egorka or even you!" 

"And why?" inquired Kuvalda. 
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"I want to go to Siberia . . . I have had enough of this vile life . . . one learns how to live there!" 

"Yes, they have a particularly good way of teaching in Siberia," agreed the Captain sadly. 

They spoke no more of Petunikoff, or of the turning out of the inhabitants of the dosshouse. They all 

knew that they would have to leave soon, therefore they did not think the matter worth discussion. It 

would do no good, and besides the weather was not very cold though the rains had begun . . . and it 

would be possible to sleep on the ground anywhere outside the town. They sat in a circle on the grass 

and conversed about all sorts of things, discussing one subject after another, and listening attentively 

even to the poor speakers in order to make the time pass; keeping quiet was as dull as listening. This 

society of "creatures that once were men" had one fine characteristic—no one of them endeavored to 

make out that he was better than the others, nor compelled the others to acknowledge his superiority. 

The August sun seemed to set their tatters on fire as they sat with their backs and uncovered heads 

exposed to it . . . a chaotic mixture of the vegetable, mineral, and animal kingdoms. In the corners of the 

yard the tall steppe grass grew luxuriantly . . . Nothing else grew there but some dingy vegetables, not 

attractive even to those who nearly always felt the pangs of hunger. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

The following was the scene that took place in Vaviloff's eating-house. 

Young Petunikoff entered slowly, took off his hat, looked around him, and said to the eating-house 

keeper: 

"Egor Terentievitch Vaviloff? Are you he?" 

"I am," answered the sergeant, leaning on the bar with both arms as if intending to jump over it. 

"I have some business with you," said Petunikoff. 

"Delighted. Please come this way to my private room." 

They went in and sat down, the guest on the couch and his host on the chair opposite to him. In one 

corner a lamp was burning before a gigantic icon, and on the wall at the other side there were several 

oil lamps. They were well kept and shone as if they were new. The room, which contained a number of 

boxes and a variety of furniture, smelt of tobacco, sour cabbage, and olive oil. Petunikoff looked around 

him and made a face. Vaviloff looked at the icon, and then they looked simultaneously at one another, 

and both seemed to be favorably impressed. Petunikoff liked Vaviloff's frankly thievish eyes, and 

Vaviloff was pleased with the open cold, determined face of Petunikoff, with its large cheeks and white 

teeth. 

"Of course you already know me, and I presume you guess what I am going to say to you," began 

Petunikoff. 
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"About the lawsuit? . . . I presume?" remarked the ex-sergeant respectfully. 

"Exactly! I am glad to see that you are not beating about the bush, but going straight to the point like a 

business man," said Petunikoff encouragingly. 

"I am a soldier," answered Vaviloff, with a modest air. 

"That is easily seen, and I am sure we shall be able to finish this job without much trouble." 

"Just so." 

"Good! You have the law on your side, and will, of course, win your case. I want to tell you this at the 

very beginning." "I thank you most humbly," said the sergeant, rubbing his eyes in order to hide the 

smile in them. 

"But tell me, why did you make the acquaintance of your future neighbors like this through the law 

courts?" 

Vaviloff shrugged his shoulders and did not answer. 

"It would have been better to come straight to us and settle the matter peacefully, eh? What do you 

think?" 

"That would have been better, of course, but you see there is a difficulty . . . I did not follow my own 

wishes, but those of others . . . I learned afterward that it would have been better if . . . but it was too 

late." 

"Oh! I suppose some lawyer taught you this?" 

"Someone of that sort." 

"Aha! Do you wish to settle the affair peacefully," 

"With all my heart!" cried the soldier. 

Petunikoff was silent for a moment, then looked at him, and suddenly asked, coldly and dryly, "And 

why do you wish to do so?" 

Vaviloff did not expect such a question, and therefore had no reply ready. In his opinion the question 

was quite unworthy of any attention, and so he laughed at young Petunikoff. 

"That is easy to understand. Men like to live peacefully with one another." 
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"But," interrupted Petunikoff, "that is not exactly the reason why. As far as I can see, you do not 

distinctly understand why you wish to be reconciled to us . . . I will tell you." 

The soldier was a little surprised. This youngster, dressed in a check suit, in which he looked ridiculous, 

spoke as if he were Colonel Rakshin, who used to knock three of the unfortunate soldier's teeth out 

every time he was angry. 

"You want to be friends with us because we should be such useful neighbors to you . . . because there 

will be not less than a hundred and fifty workmen in our factory, and in course of time even more. If a 

hundred men come and drink one glass at your place, after receiving their weekly wages, that means 

that you will sell every month four hundred glasses more than you sell at present. This is, of course, the 

lowest estimate and then you have the eating-house besides. You are not a fool, and you can understand 

for yourself what profitable neighbors we shall be." 

"That is true," Vaviloff nodded "I knew that before." 

"Well, what then?" asked the merchant loudly. 

"Nothing . . . let us be friends!" 

"It is nice to see that you have decided so quickly. Look here, I have already prepared a notification to 

the court of the withdrawal of the summons against my father. Here it is; read it, and sign it." 

Vaviloff looked at his companion with his round eyes and shivered, as if experiencing an unpleasant 

sensation. 

"Pardon me . . . sign it? And why?" 

"There is no difficulty about it . . . write your Christian name and surname and nothing more," 

explained Petunikoff, pointing obligingly with his finger to the place for the signature. 

"Oh! It is not that . . . I was alluding to the compensation I was to get for my ground." "But then this 

ground is of no use to you," said Petunikoff calmly. 

"But it is mine!" exclaimed the soldier. 

"Of course, and how much do you want for it?" 

"Well, say the amount stated in the document," said Vaviloff boldly. 

"Six hundred!" and Petunikoff smiled softly. "You are a funny fellow!" 
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"The law is on my side . . . I can even demand two thousand. I can insist on your pulling down the 

building . . . and enforce it too. That is why my claim is so small. I demand that you should pull it 

down!" 

"Very well. Probably we shall do so . . . after three years, and after having dragged you into enormous 

law expenses. 

"And then, having paid up, we shall open our public-house, and you will he ruined . . . annihilated like 

the Swedes at Poltava. We shall see that you are ruined . . . we will take good care of that. We could 

have begun to arrange about a public-house now, but you see our time is valuable, and besides we are 

sorry for you. Why should we take the bread out of your mouth without any reason?" 

Egor Terentievitch looked at his guest, clenching his teeth, and felt that he was master of the situation, 

and held his fate in his hands. Vaviloff was full of pity for himself at having to deal with this calm, cruel 

figure in the checked suit. 

"And being such a near neighbor you might have gained a good deal by helping us, and we should have 

remembered it too. Even now, for instance, I should advise you to open a small shop for tobacco, you 

know, bread, cucumbers, and so on . . . All these are sure to be in great demand." 

Vaviloff listened, and being a clever man, knew that to throw himself upon the enemy's generosity was 

the better plan. It was as well to begin from the beginning, and, not knowing what else to do to relieve 

his mind, the soldier began to swear at Kuvalda. 

"Curses be upon your head, you drunken rascal! May the Devil take you!" 

"Do you mean the lawyer who composed your petition?" asked Petunikoff calmly, and added, with a 

sigh, "I have no doubt he would have landed you in rather an awkward fix . . . had we not taken pity 

upon you." 

"Ah!" And the angry soldier raised his hand. 

"There are two of them . . . One of them discovered it, the other wrote the petition, the accursed 

reporter!" 

"Why the reporter?" 

"He writes for the papers . . . He is one of your lodgers . . . there they all are outside . . . Clear them 

away, for Christ's sake! The robbers! They disturb and annoy everyone in the street. One cannot live 

for them . . . And they are all desperate fellows . . . You had better take care, or else they will rob or 

burn you. "And this reporter, who is he?" asked Petunikoff, with interest. 

"He? A drunkard. He was a teacher, but was dismissed. He drank everything he possessed . . . and now 

he writes for the papers and composes petitions. He is a very wicked man!" 
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"H'm! And did he write your petition, too? I suppose it was he who discovered the flaws in the 

building. The beams were not rightly put in?" 

"He did! I know it for a fact! The dog! He read it aloud in here and boasted, 'Now I have caused 

Petunikoff some loss!'" 

"Ye—es . . . Well, then, do you want to be reconciled?" 

"To be reconciled?" The soldier lowered his head and thought. "Ah! This is a hard life!" said he, in a 

querulous voice, scratching his head. 

"One must learn by experience, Petunikoff reassured him, lighting a cigarette. 

"Learn . . . It is not that, my dear sir; but don't you see there is no freedom? Don't you see what a life I 

lead? 

"I live in fear and trembling . . . I am refused the freedom so desirable to me in my movements, and I 

fear this ghost of a teacher will write about me in the papers. Sanitary inspectors will be called for . . . 

fines will have to be paid . . . or else your lodgers will set fire to the place or rob and kill me . . . I am 

powerless against them. They are not the least afraid of the police, and they like going to prison, 

because they get their food for nothing there." 

"But then we will have them turned out if we come to terms with you," promised Petunikoff. 

"What shall we arrange, then?" asked Vaviloff sadly and seriously. 

"Tell me your terms." 

"Well, give me the six hundred mentioned in the claim." 

"Won't you take a hundred roubles?" asked the merchant calmly, looking attentively at his companion, 

and smiling softly. "I will not give you one rouble more" . . . he added. 

After this, he took out his eyeglasses and began cleaning them with his handkerchief. Vaviloff looked at 

him sadly and respectfully. The calm face of Petunikoff, his gray eyes and clear complexion, every line 

of his thickset body betokened self-confidence and a well-balanced mind. Vaviloff also liked 

Petunikoff's straightforward manner of addressing him without any pretensions, as if he were his own 

brother, though Vaviloff understood well enough that he was his superior, he being only a soldier. 

Looking at him, he grew fonder and fonder of him, and, forgetting for a moment the matter in hand, 

respectfully asked Petunikoff: 

"Where did you study?" 
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"In the technological institute. Why?" answered the other, smiling: 

"Nothing. Only . . . excuse me!" The soldier lowered his head, and then suddenly exclaimed, "What a 

splendid thing education is! Science—light. My brother, I am as stupid as an owl before the sun . . . 

Your honor, let us finish this job." With an air of decision he stretched out his hand to Petunikoff and 

said: 

"Well, five hundred?" 

"Not more than one hundred roubles, Egor Tereutievitch." 

Petunikoff shrugged his shoulders as if sorry at being unable to give more, and touched the soldier's 

hairy hand with his long white fingers. They soon ended the matter, for the soldier gave in quickly and 

met Petunikoff's wishes. And when Vaviloff had received the hundred roubles and signed the paper, he 

threw the pen down on the table and said bitterly: 

"Now I will have a nice time! They will laugh at me, they will cry shame on me, the devils!" 

"But you tell them that I paid all your claim," suggested Petunikoff, calmly puffing out clouds of smoke 

and watching them float upward. 

"But do you think they will believe it? They are as clever swindlers if not worse . . ." 

Vaviloff stopped himself in time before making the intended comparison, and looked at the merchant's 

son in terror. 

The other smoked on, and seemed to be absorbed in that occupation. He went away soon, promising to 

destroy the nest of vagabonds. Vaviloff looked after him and sighed, feeling as if he would like to shout 

some insult at the young man who was going with such firm steps toward the steep road, encumbered 

with its ditches and heaps of rubbish. 

In the evening the Captain appeared in the eatinghouse. His eyebrows were knit and his fist clenched. 

Vaviloff smiled at him in a guilty manner. 

"Well, worthy descendant of Judas and Cain, tell us. . . ." 

"They decided" . . . said Vaviloff, sighing and lowering his eyes. 

"I don't doubt it; how many silver pieces did you receive?" 

"Four hundred roubles" 
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"Of course you are lying . . . But all the better for me. Without any further words, Egorka, ten per cent. 

of it for my discovery, four per cent. to the teacher for writing the petition, one 'vedro' of vodki to all of 

us, and refreshments all round. Give me the money now, the vodki and refreshments will do at eight 

o'clock." 

Vaviloff turned purple with rage, and stared at Kuvalda with wide-open eyes. 

"This is humbug! This is robbery! I will do nothing of the sort. What do you mean, Aristid Fomich? 

Keep your appetite for the next feast! I am not afraid of you now. . . ." Kuvalda looked at the clock. 

"I give you ten minutes, Egorka, for your idiotic talk." 

"Finish your nonsense by that time and give me what I demand. If you don't I will devour you! Kanets 

has sold you something? Did you read in the paper about the theft at Basoff's house? Do you 

understand? You won't have time to hide anything, we will not let you . . . and this very night . . . do 

you understand?" "Why, Aristid Fomich?" sobbed the discomfited merchant. 

"No more words! Did you understand or not?" 

Tall, gray, and imposing, Kuvalda spoke in half whispers, and his deep bass voice rang through the 

house Vaviloff always feared him because he was not only a retired military man, but a man who had 

nothing to lose. But now Kuvalda appeared before him in a new role. He did not speak much, and 

jocosely as usual, but spoke in the tone of a commander, who was convinced of the other's guilt. And 

Vaviloff felt that the Captain could and would ruin him with the greatest pleasure. He must needs bow 

before this power. Nevertheless, the soldier thought of trying him once more. He sighed deeply, and 

began with apparent calmness: 

"It is truly said that a man's sin will find him out . . . I lied to you, Aristid Fomich, . . . I tried to be 

cleverer than I am . . . I only received one hundred roubles." 

"Go on!" said Kuvalda. 

"And not four hundred as I told you . . . That means. . . ." 

"It does not mean anything. It is all the same to me whether you lied or not. You owe me sixty-five 

roubles. That is not much, eh?" 

"Oh! my Lord! Aristid Fomich! I have always been attentive to your honor and done my best to please 

you. 

"Drop all that, Egorka, grandchild of Judas!" 

"All right! I will give it you . . . only God will punish you for this. . . ." 
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"Silence! You rotten pimple of the earth!" shouted the Captain, rolling his eyes. "He has punished me 

enough already in forcing me to have conversation with you . . . I will kill you on the spot like a fly!" 

He shook his fist in Vaviloff's face and ground his teeth till they nearly broke. 

After he had gone Vaviloff began smiling and winking to himself. Then two large drops rolled down his 

cheeks. They were grayish, and they hid themselves in his moustache, while two others followed them. 

Then Vaviloff went into his own room and stood before the icon, stood there without praying, 

immovable, with the salt tears running down his wrinkled brown cheeks. . . . 

* * * * * * * * * * 

Deacon Taras, who, as a rule, loved to loiter in the woods and fields, proposed to the "creatures that 

once were men" that they should go together into the fields, and there drink Vaviloff's vodki in the 

bosom of Nature. But the Captain and all the rest swore at the Deacon, and decided to drink it in the 

courtyard. 

"One, two, three," counted Aristid Fomich; "our full number is thirty, the teacher is not here . . . but 

probably many other outcasts will come. Let us calculate, say, twenty persons, and to every person two-

and-a-half cucumbers, a pound of bread, and a pound of meat . . . That won't be bad! One bottle of 

vodki each, and there is plenty of sour cabbage, and three watermelons. 

"I ask you, what the devil could you want more, my scoundrel friends? Now, then, let us prepare to 

devour Egorka Vaviloff, because all this is his blood and body!" 

They spread some old clothes on the ground, setting the delicacies and the drink on them, and sat 

around the feast, solemnly and quietly, but almost unable to control the craving for drink that was 

shining in their eyes. 

The evening began to fall, and its shadows were cast on the human refuse of the earth in the courtyard 

of the dosshouse; the last rays of the sun illumined the roof of the tumble-down building. The night was 

cold and silent. 

"Let us begin, brothers!" commanded the Captain. 

"How many cups have we? Six . . . and there are thirty of us! Aleksei Maksimovitch, pour it out. Is it 

ready? Now then, the first toast . . . Come along!" 

They drank and shouted, and began to eat. 

"The teacher is not here . . . I have not seen him for three days. Has anyone seen him?" asked Kuvalda. 

"No one." 
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"It is unlike . . . Let us drink to the health of Aristid Kuvalda . . . the only friend who has never 

deserted me for one moment of my life! Devil take him all the same! I might have had something to 

wear had he left my society at least for a little while." 

"You are bitter . . ." said Abyedok, and coughed. 

The Captain, with his feeling of superiority to the others, never talked with his mouth full. 

Having drunk twice, the company began to grow merry; the food was grateful to them. 

Paltara Taras expressed his desire to hear a tale, but the Deacon was arguing with Kubaroff over his 

preferring thin women to stout ones, and paid no attention to his friend's request. He was asserting his 

views on the subject to Kubaroff with all the decision of a man who was deeply convinced in his own 

mind. 

The foolish face of Meteor, who was lying on the ground, showed that he was drinking in the Deacon's 

strong words. 

Martyanoff sat, clasping his large hairy hands round his knees, looking silently and sadly at the bottle 

of vodki and pulling his moustache as if trying to bite it with his teeth, while Abyedok was teasing 

Tyapa. 

"I have seen you watching the place where your money is hidden!" 

"That is your luck," shouted Tyapa. 

"I will go halves with you, brother." 

"All right, take it and welcome." 

Kuvalda felt angry with these men. Among them all there was not one worthy of hearing his oratory or 

of understanding him. 

"I wonder where the teacher is?" he asked loudly. 

Martyanoff looked at him and said, "He will come soon.. . ." 

"I am positive that he will come, but he won't come in a carriage. Let us drink to your future health. If 

you kill any rich man go halves with me . . . then I shall go to America, brother. To those . . . what do 

you call them? Limpas? Pampas? 

"I will go there and I will work my way until I become the President of the United States, and then I 

will challenge the whole of Europe to war and I will blow it up! I will buy the army . . . in Europe that 
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is—I will invite the French, the Germans, the Turks, and so on, and I will kill them by the hands of 

their own relatives . . . Just as Elia Marumets bought a Tartar with a Tartar. With money it would be 

possible even for Elia to destroy the whole of Europe and to take Judas Petunikoff for his valet. He 

would go . . . Give him a hundred roubles a month and he would go! But he would be a bad valet, 

because he would soon begin to steal. . . ." 

"Now, besides that, the thin woman is better than the stout one, because she costs one less," said the 

Deacon, convincingly. "My first Deaconess used to buy twelve arshins for her clothes, but the second 

one only ten. And so on even in the matter of provisions and food." 

Paltara Taras smiled guiltily. Turning his head towards the Deacon and looking straight at him, he 

said, with conviction: 

"I had a wife once, too." 

"Oh! That happens to everyone," remarked Kuvalda; "but go on with your lies." 

"She was thin, but she ate a lot, and even died from over-eating." 

"You poisoned her, you hunchback!" said Abyedok, confidently. 

"No, by God I It was from eating sturgeon," said Paltara Taras. 

"But I say that you poisoned her!" declared Abyedok, decisively. 

It often happened, that having said something absolutely impossible and without proof, he kept on 

repeating it, beginning in a childish, capricious tone, and gradually raising his voice to a mad shriek. 

The Deacon stood up for his friend. "No; he did not poison her. He had no reason to do so." "But I say 

that he poisoned her!" swore Abyedok. 

"Silence!" shouted the Captain, threateningly, becoming still angrier. He looked at his friends with his 

blinking eyes, and not discovering anything to further provoke his rage in their half-tipsy faces, he 

lowered his head, sat still for a little while, and then turned over on his back on the ground. Meteor was 

biting cucumbers. He took a cucumber in his hand without looking at it, put nearly half of it into his 

mouth, and bit it with his yellow teeth, so that the juice spurted out in all directions and ran over his 

cheeks. He did not seem to want to eat, but this process pleased him. Martyanoff sat motionless on the 

ground, like a statue, and looked in a dull manner at the half-vedro bottle, already getting empty. 

Abyedok lay on his belly and coughed, shaking all over his small body. The rest of the dark, silent 

figures sat and lay around in all sorts of positions, and their tatters made them look like untidy animals, 

created by some strange, uncouth deity to make a mockery of man. 

"There once lived a lady in Suzdale, A strange lady, She fell into hysterics, Most unpleasantly!" 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 533  september 2020 

 

53 

sang the Deacon in low tones embracing Aleksei Maksimovitch, who was smiling kindly into his face. 

Paltaras Taras giggled voluptuously. 

The night was approaching. High up in the sky the stars were shining . . . and on the mountain and in 

the town the lights of the lamps were appearing. The whistles of the steamers were heard all over the 

river, and the doors of Yaviloff's eating-house opened noisily. Two dark figures entered the courtyard, 

and one of them asked in a hoarse voice: 

"Are you drinking?" And the other said in a jealous aside: 

"Just see what devils they are!" 

Then a hand stretched over the Deacon's head and took away the bottle, and the characteristic sound of 

vodki being poured into a glass was heard. Then they all protested loudly. 

"Oh this is sad!" shouted the Deacon. "Krivoi, let us remember the ancients! Let us sing 'On the Banks 

of Babylonian Rivers.'" 

"But can he?" asked Simtsoff. 

"He? He was a chorister in the Bishop's choir. Now then, Krivoi! . . . On the r-i-v-e-r-s——-" The 

Deacon's voice was loud and hoarse and cracked, but his friend sang in a shrill falsetto. 

The dirty building loomed large in the darkness and seemed to be coming nearer, threatening the 

singers, who were arousing its dull echoes. The heavy, pompous clouds were floating in the sky over 

their heads. One of the "creatures that once were men" was snoring; while the rest of them, not yet so 

drunk as he was, ate and drank quietly or spoke to each other at long intervals. 

It was unusual for them to be in such low spirits during such a feast, with so much vodki. Somehow the 

drink tonight did not seem to have its usual exhilarating effect. 

"Stop howling, you dogs!" . . . said the Captain to the singers, raising his head from the ground to 

listen. 

"Some one is passing . . . in a droshky. . . ." 

A droshky at such a time in the main street could not but attract general attention. Who would risk 

crossing the ditches between it and the town, and why? They all raised their heads and listened. In the 

silence of the night the wheels were distinctly heard. They came gradually nearer. A voice was heard, 

asking roughly: 

"Well, where then?" 
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Someone answered, "It must be there, that house." 

"I shall not go any farther." 

"They are coming here!" shouted the Captain. 

"The police!" someone whispered in great alarm. 

"In a droshky! Fool!" said Martyanoff, quietly. 

Kuvalda got up and went to the entrance. 

"Is this a lodging-house?" asked someone, in a trembling voice. 

"Yes. Belonging to Aristid Kuvalda . . ." said the Captain, roughly. 

"Oh! Did a reporter, one Titoff, live here?" 

"Aha! Have you brought him?" 

"Yes. . . ." 

"Drunk?" 

"Ill." 

"That means he is very drunk. Ay, teacher! Now, then, get up!" 

"Wait, I will help you . . . He is very ill . . . he has been with me for the last two days . . . Take him 

under the arms . . . The doctor has seen him. He is very bad." 

Tyapa got up and walked to the entrance, but Abyedok laughed, and took another drink. 

"Strike a light, there!" shouted the Captain. 

Meteor went into the house and lighted the lamp. Then a thin line of light streamed out over the 

courtyard, and the Captain and another man managed to get the teacher into the dosshouse. His head 

was hanging on his breast, his feet trailed on the ground, and his arms hung limply as if broken. With 

Tyapa's help they placed him on a wide board. He was shivering all over. 

"We worked on the same paper . . . he is very unlucky . . . I said, 'Stay in my house, you are not in the 

way,' . . . but he begged me to send him 'home.' He was so excited about it that I brought him here, 

thinking it might do him good . . . Home! This is it, isn't it?" 
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"Do you suppose he has a home anywhere else?" asked Kuvalda, roughly, looking at his friend. 

"Tyapa, fetch me some cold water." 

"I fancy I am of no more use," remarked the man in some confusion. The Captain looked at him 

critically. His clothes were rather shiny, and tightly buttoned up to his chin. His trousers were frayed, 

his hat almost yellow with age and crumpled like his lean and hungry face. 

"No, you are not necessary! We have plenty like you here," said the Captain, turning away. 

"Then, good-bye!" The man went to the door, and said quietly from there, "If anything happens . . . let 

me know in the publishing office . . . My name is Rijoff. I might write a short obituary . . . You see he 

was an active member of the Press." 

"H'm, an obituary, you say? Twenty lines forty kopecks? I will do more than that. When he dies I will 

cut off one of his legs and send it to you. That will be much more profitable than an obituary. It will last 

you for three days . . . His legs are fat. You devoured him when he was alive. You may as well continue 

to do so after he is dead. . . ." 

The man sniffed strangely and disappeared. The Captain sat down on the wooden board beside the 

teacher, felt his forehead and breast with his hands and called "Philip!" 

The sound re-echoed from the dirty walls of the dosshouse and died away. 

"This is absurd, brother," said the Captain, quietly arranging the teacher's untidy hair with his hand. 

Then the Captain listened to his breathing, which was rapid and uneven, and looked at his sunken gray 

face. He sighed and looked upon him, knitting his eyebrows. The lamp was a bad one . . . The light was 

fitful, and dark shadows flickered on the dosshouse walls. The Captain watched them, scratching his 

beard. 

Tyapa returned, bringing a vedro of water, and placing it beside the teacher's head, he took his arm as 

if to raise him up. 

"The water is not necessary," and the Captain shook his head. 

"But we must try to revive him," said the old rag-collector. 

"Nothing is needed," said the Captain, decidedly. 

They sat silently looking at the teacher. 

"Let us go and drink, old devil!" 

"But he?" 
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"Can you do him any good?" 

Tyapa turned his back on the teacher, and both went out into the courtyard to their companions. 

"What is it?" asked Abyedok, turning his sharp nose to the old man. 

The snoring of those who were asleep, and the tinkling sound of pouring vodki was heard . . . The 

Deacon was murmuring something. The clouds swam low, so low that it seemed as if they would touch 

the roof of the house and would knock it over on the group of men. 

"Ah! One feels sad when someone near at hand is dying," faltered the Captain, with his head down. No 

one answered him. 

"He was the best among you . . . the cleverest, the most respectable. I mourn for him." "R-e-s-t with the 

Saints . . . Sing, you crooked hunchback!" roared the Deacon, digging his friend in the ribs. 

"Be quiet!" shouted Abyedok, jumping vengefully to his feet. 

"I will give him one on the head," proposed Martyanoff, raising his head from the ground. 

"You are not asleep?" Aristid Fomich asked him very softly. "Have you heard about our teacher?" 

Martyanoff lazily got up from the ground, looked at the line of light coming out of the dosshouse, shook 

his head and silently sat down beside the Captain. 

"Nothing particular . . . The man is dying remarked the Captain, shortly. 

"Have they been beating him?" asked Abyedok, with great interest. The Captain gave no answer. He 

was drinking vodki at the moment. "They must have known we had something in which to 

commemorate him after his death!" continued Abyedok, lighting a cigarette. Someone laughed, 

someone sighed. Generally speaking, the conversation of Abyedok and the Captain did not interest 

them, and they hated having to think at all. They had always felt the teacher to be an uncommon man, 

but now many of them were drunk and the others sad and silent. Only the Deacon suddenly drew 

himself up straight and howled wildly: 

"And may the righteous r-e-s-t!" 

"You idiot!" hissed Abyedok. "What are you howling for?" 

"Fool!" said Tyapa's hoarse voice. "When a man is dying one must be quiet . . . so that he may have 

peace." 

Silence reigned once more. The cloudy sky threatened thunder, and the earth was covered with the 

thick darkness of an autumn night. 
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"Let us go on drinking!" proposed Kuvalda, filling up the glasses. 

"I will go and see if he wants anything," said Tyapa. 

"He wants a coffin!" jeered the Captain. 

"Don't speak about that," begged Abyedok in a low voice. 

Meteor rose and followed Tyapa. The Deacon tried to get up, but fell and swore loudly. 

When Tyapa had gone the Captain touched Martyanoff's shoulder and said in low tones: 

"Well, Martyanoff . . . You must feel it more then the others. You were . . . But let that go to the Devil . . 

. Don't you pity Philip?" 

"No," said the ex-jailer, quietly, "I do not feel things of this sort, brother . . . I have learned better this 

life is disgusting after all. I speak seriously when I say that I should like to kill someone." 

"Do you?" said the Captain, indistinctly. "Well let's have another drink . . . It's not a long job ours, a 

little drink and then . . ." 

The others began to wake up, and Simtsoff shouted in a blissful voice: "Brothers! One of you pour out 

a glass for the old man!" 

They poured out a glass and gave it to him. Having drunk it he tumbled down again, knocking against 

another man as he fell. Two or three minutes' silence ensued, dark as the autumn night. 

"What do you say?" 

"I say that he was a good man . . . a quiet and good man," whispered a low voice. 

"Yes, and he had money, too . . . and he never refused it to a friend. . . ." 

Again silence ensued. 

"He is dying!" said Tyapa, hoarsely, from behind the 

Captain's head. Aristid Fomich got up, and went with firm steps into the dosshouse. 

"Don't go!" Tyapa stopped him. "Don't go! You are drunk! It is not right." The Captain stopped and 

thought. 

"And what is right on this earth? Go to the Devil!" And he pushed Tyapa aside. 
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On the walls of the dosshouse the shadows were creeping, seeming to chase each other. The teacher lay 

on the board at full length and snored. His eyes were wide open, his naked breast rose and fell heavily, 

the corners of his mouth foamed, and on his face was an expression as if he wished to say something 

very important, but found it difficult to do so. The Captain stood with his hands behind him, and 

looked at him in silence. He then began in a silly way: 

"Philip! Say something to me . . . a word of comfort to a friend . . . come . . . I love you, brother! All 

men are beasts . . . You were the only man for me . . . though you were a drunkard. Ah! how you did 

drink vodki, Philip! That was the ruin of you I You ought to have listened to me, and controlled 

yourself . . . Did I not once say to you. . . ." 

The mysterious, all-destroying reaper, called Death, made up his mind to finish the terrible work 

quickly, as if insulted by the presence of this drunken man at the dark and solemn struggle. The 

teacher sighed deeply, and quivered all over, stretched himself out, and died. The Captain stood 

shaking to and fro, and continued to talk to him. 

"Do you want me to bring you vodki? But it is better that you should not drink, Philip . . . control 

yourself or else drink! Why should you really control yourself? For what reason, Philip? For what 

reason?" 

He took him by the foot and drew him closer to himself. 

"Are you dozing, Philip? Well, then, sleep Good-night . . . To-morrow I shall explain all this to you, and 

you will understand that it is not really necessary to deny yourself anything . . . But go on sleeping now . 

. . if you are not dead." 

He went out to his friends, followed by the deep silence, and informed them: 

"Whether he is sleeping or dead, I do not know I am a little drunk." 

Tyapa bent further forward than usual and crossed himself respectfully. Martyanoff dropped to the 

ground and lay there. Abyedok moved quietly, and said in a low and wicked tone: 

"May you all go to the Devil! Dead? What of that? Why should I care? Why should I speak about it? It 

will be time enough when I come to die myself . . . I am not worse than other people." 

"That is true," said the Captain, loudly, and fell to the ground. "The time will come when we shall all 

die like others . . . Ha! ha! How shall we live? That is nothing . . . But we shall die like everyone else, 

and this is the whole end of life, take my word for it. A man lives only to die, and he dies . . . and if this 

be so what does it matter how or where he died or how he lived? Am I right, Martyanoff? Let us 

therefore drink . . . while we still have life!" 

The rain began to fall. Thick, close darkness covered the figures that lay scattered over the ground, half 

drunk, half asleep. The light in the windows of the dosshouse flickered, paled, and suddenly 
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disappeared. Probably the wind blew it out or else the oil was exhausted. The drops of rain sounded 

strangely on the iron roof of the dosshouse. Above the mountain where the town lay the ringing of bells 

was heard, rung by the watchers in the churches. The brazen sound coming from the belfry rang out 

into the dark and died away, and before its last indistinct note was drowned another stroke was heard 

and the monotonous silence was again broken by the melancholy clang of bells. 

* * * * * * * * * * 

The next morning Tyapa was the first to wake up. Lying on his back he looked up into the sky. Only in 

such a position did his deformed neck permit him to see the clouds above his head. 

This morning the sky was of a uniform gray. Up there hung the damp, cold mist of dawn, almost 

extinguishing the sun, hiding the unknown vastness behind and pouring despondency over the earth. 

Tyapa crossed himself, and leaning on his elbow, looked round to see whether there was any vodki left. 

The bottle was there, but it was empty. Crossing over his companions he looked into the glasses from 

which they had drunk, found one of them almost full, emptied it, wiped his lips with his sleeve, and 

began to shake the Captain. 

The Captain raised his head and looked at him with sad eyes. 

"We must inform the police . . . Get up!" 

"Of what?" asked the Captain, sleepily and angrily. 

"What, is he not dead?" 

"Who?" 

"The learned one." 

"Philip? Ye-es!" 

"Did you forget? . . . Alas!" said Tyapa, hoarsely. 

The Captain rose to his feet, yawned and stretched himself till all his bones cracked. 

"Well, then! Go and give information. 

"I will not go . . . I do not like them," said the Captain morosely. 

"Well, then, wake up the Deacon . . . I shall go, at any rate." 

"All right! . . . Deacon, get up!" 
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The Captain entered the dosshouse, and stood at the teacher's feet. The dead man lay at full length, his 

left hand on his breast, the right hand held as if ready to strike some one. 

The Captain thought that if the teacher got up now, he would be as tall as Paltara Taras. Then he sat 

by the side of the dead man and sighed, as he remembered that they had lived together for the last 

three years. Tyapa entered holding his head like a goat which is ready to butt. 

He sat down quietly and seriously on the opposite side of the teacher's body, looked into the dark, silent 

face, and began to sob. 

"So . . . he is dead . . . I too shall die soon. . . ." 

"It is quite time for that!" said the Captain, gloomily. 

"It is," Tyapa agreed. "You ought to die too. Anything is better than this. . . ." 

"But perhaps death might be worse? How do you know?" 

"It could not be worse. When you die you have only God to deal with . . . but here you have to deal with 

men . . . and men— what are they?" 

"Enough! . . . Be quiet!" interrupted Kuvalda angrily. 

And in the dawn, which filled the dosshouse, a solemn stillness reigned over all. Long and silently they 

sat at the feet of their dead companion, seldom looking at him, and both plunged in thought. Then 

Tyapa asked: 

"Will you bury him?" 

"I? No, let the police bury him!" 

"You took money from Vaviloff for this petition . . . and I will give you some if you have not enough." 

"Though I have his money . . . still I shall not bury him." 

"That is not right. You are robbing the dead. I will tell them all that you want to keep his money." . . . 

Tyapa threatened him. 

"You are a fool, you old devil!" said Kuvalda, contemptuously. 

"I am not a fool . . . but it is not right nor friendly." 

"Enough! Be off!" 
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"How much money is there?" 

"Twenty-five roubles," . . . said Kuvalda, absently. 

"So! . . . You might gain a five-rouble note. . . ." 

"You old scoundrel! . . ." And looking into Tyapa's face the Captain swore. 

"Well, what? Give. . . ." 

"Go to the Devil! . . . I am going to spend this money in erecting a monument to him." 

"What does he want that for?" 

"I will buy a stone and an anchor. I shall place the stone on the grass, and attach the anchor to it with a 

very heavy chain." 

"Why? You are playing tricks. . . ." 

"Well . . . It is no business of yours." 

"Look out! I shall tell . . ." again threatened Tyapa. 

Aristid Fomich looked at him sullenly and said nothing. Again they sat there in that silence which, in 

the presence of the dead, is so full of mystery. 

"Listen . . . They are coming!" Tyapa got up and went out of the dosshouse. 

Then there appeared at the door the Doctor, the Police Inspector of the district, and the examining 

Magistrate or Coroner. All three came in turn, looked at the dead teacher, and then went out, throwing 

suspicious glances at Kuvalda. He sat there, without taking any notice of them, until the Police 

Inspector asked him: 

"Of what did he die?" 

"Ask him . . . I think his evil life hastened his end." 

"What?" asked the Coroner. 

"I say that he died of a disease to which he had not been accustomed. . . ." 

"H'm, yes. Had he been ill long?" 
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"Bring him over here, I cannot see him properly," said the Doctor, in a melancholy tone. "Probably 

there are signs of . . ." 

"Now, then, ask someone here to carry him out!" the Police Inspector ordered Kuvalda. 

"Go and ask them yourself! He is not in my way here . . ." the Captain replied, indifferently. 

"Well!" . . . shouted the Inspector, making a ferocious face. 

"Phew!" answered Kuvalda, without moving from his place and gnashing his teeth restlessly. 

"The Devil take it!" shouted the Inspector, so madly that the blood rushed to his face. "I'll make you 

pay for this! I'll——" 

"Good-morning, gentlemen!" said the merchant Petunikoff, with a sweet smile, making his appearance 

in the doorway. 

He looked round, trembled, took off his cap and crossed himself. Then a pompous, wicked smile 

crossed his face, and, looking at the Captain, he inquired respectfully: 

"What has happened? Has there been a murder here?" 

"Yes, something of that sort," replied the Coroner. 

Petunikoff sighed deeply, crossed himself again, and spoke in an angry tone. 

"By Cod! It is just as I feared. It always ends in your having to come here . . . Ay, ay, ay! God save 

everyone. Times without number have I refused to lease this house to this man, and he has always won 

me over, and I was afraid. You know . . . They are such awful people . . . better give it them, I thought, 

or else. . . ." 

He covered his face with his hands, tugged at his beard, and sighed again. 

"They are very dangerous men, and this man here is their leader . . . the ataman of the robbers." 

"But we will make him smart!" promised the Inspector, looking at the Captain with revengeful eyes. 

"Yes, brother, we are old friends of yours . . ." said Kuvalda in a familiar tone. "How many times have 

I paid you to be quiet?" 

"Gentlemen!" shouted the Inspector, "did you hear him? I want you to bear witness to this. Aha, I 

shall make short work of you, my friend, remember!" 
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"Don't count your chickens before they are hatched . . . my friend," said Aristid Fomich. 

The Doctor, a young man with eye-glasses, looked at him curiously, the Coroner with an attention that 

boded him no good, Petunikoff with triumph, while the Inspector could hardly restrain himself from 

throwing himself upon him. 

The dark figure of Martyanoff appeared at the door of the dosshouse. He entered quietly, and stood 

behind Petunikoff, so that his chin was on a level with the merchant's head. Behind him stood the 

Deacon, opening his small, swollen, red eyes. 

"Let us be doing something, gentlemen," suggested the Doctor. Martyanoff made an awful grimace, 

and suddenly suddenly sneezed on Petunikoff's head. The latter gave a yell, sat down hurriedly, and 

then jumped aside, almost knocking down the Inspector, into whose open arms he fell. 

"Do you see," said the frightened merchant, pointing to Martyanoff, "do you see what kind of men they 

are." 

Kuvalda burst out laughing. The Doctor and the Coroner smiled too, and at the door of the dosshouse 

the group of figures was increasing . . . sleepy figures, with swollen faces, red, inflamed eyes, and 

dishevelled hair, staring rudely at the Doctor, the Coroner, and the Inspector. 

"Where are you going?" said the policeman on guard at the door, catching hold of their tatters and 

pushing them aside. But he was one against many, and, without taking any notice, they all entered and 

stood there, reeking of vodki, silent and evil-looking. 

Kuvalda glanced at them, then at the authorities, who were angry at the intrusion of these ragamuffins, 

and said, smilingly, "Gentlemen, perhaps you would like to make the acquaintance of my lodgers and 

friends? Would you? But, whether you wish it or not, you will have to make their acquaintance sooner 

or later in the course of your duties." 

The Doctor smiled in an embarrassed way. The Coroner pressed his lips together, and the Inspector 

saw that it was time to go. Therefore, he shouted: 

"Sideroff! Whistle! Tell them to bring a cart here." 

"I will go," said Petunikoff, coming forward from a corner. "You had better take it away to-day, sir, I 

want to pull down this hole. Go away! or else I shall apply to the police!" 

The policeman's whistle echoed through the courtyard. At the door of the dosshouse its inhabitants 

stood in a group, yawning, and scratching themselves. 

"And so you do not wish to be introduced? That is rude of you!" laughed Aristid Fomich. 
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Petunikoff took his purse from his pocket, took out two five-kopeck pieces, put them at the feet of the 

dead man, and crossed himself. 

"God have mercy . . . on the burial of the sinful. . . ." 

"What!" yelled the Captain, "you give for the burial? 

"Take them away, I say, you scoundrel! How dare you give your stolen kopecks for the burial of an 

honest man? I will tear you limb from limb!" 

"Your Honor!" cried the terrified merchant to the Inspector, seizing him by the elbow. 

The Doctor and the Coroner jumped aside. The Inspector shouted: 

"Sideroff, come here!" 

"The creatures that once were men" stood along the wall, looking and listening with an interest, which 

put new life into their broken-down bodies. 

Kuvalda, shaking his fist at Petunikoff's head, roared and rolled his eyes like a wild beast. 

"Scoundrel and thief! Take back your money! Dirty worm! Take it back, I say . . . or else I shall cram it 

down your throat. . . . Take your five-kopeck pieces!" Petunikoff put out his trembling hand toward his 

mite, and protecting his head from Kuvalda's fist with the other hand, said: 

101 CREATURES THAT ONCE WERE MEN "You are my witnesses, Sir Inspector, and you good 

people!" 

"We are not good people, merchant!" said the voice of Abyedok, trembling with anger. 

The Inspector whistled impatiently, with his other hand protecting Petunikoff, who was stooping in 

front of him as if trying to enter his belly. 

"You dirty toad! I shall compel you to kiss the feet of the dead man. How would you like that?" And 

catching Petunikoff by the neck, Kuvalda hurled him against the door, as if he bad been a cat. The 

"creatures that once were men" sprang aside quickly to let the merchant fall. And down he fell at their 

feet, crying wildly: 

"Murder! Help! Murder!" 

Martyanoff slowly raised his foot, and brought it down heavily on the merchant's head. Abyedok spat 

in his face with a grin. The merchant, creeping on all-fours, threw himself into the courtyard, at which 
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everyone laughed. But by this time the two policemen had arrived, and pointing to Kuvalda, the 

Inspector said, pompously: 

"Arrest him, and bind him hand and foot!" 

"You dare not! . . . I shall not run away . . . I will go wherever you wish, . . ." said Kuvalda, freeing 

himself from the policemen at his side. 

The "creatures that once were men" disappeared one after the other. A cart entered the yard. Some 

ragged wretches brought out the dead man's body. 

"I'll teach you! You just wait!" thundered the Inspector at Kuvalda. 

"How now, ataman?" asked Petunikoff maliciously, excited and pleased at the sight of his enemy in 

bonds. "That, you fell into the trap? Eh? You just wait. . ." 

But Kuvalda was quiet now. He stood strangely straight and silent between the two policemen, 

watching the teacher's body being placed in the cart. The man who was holding the head of the corpse 

was very short, and could not manage to place it on the cart at the same time as the legs. For a moment 

the body hung as if it would fall to the ground, and hide itself beneath the earth, away from these 

foolish and wicked disturbers of its peace. 

"Take him away!" ordered the Inspector, pointing to the Captain. 

Kuvalda silently moved forward without protestation, passing the cart on which was the teacher's 

body. He bowed his head before it without looking. Martyanoff, with his strong face, followed him. The 

courtyard of the merchant Petunikoff emptied quickly. 

"Now then, go on!" called the driver, striking the horses with the whip. The cart moved off over the 

rough surface of the courtyard. The teacher was covered with a heap of rags, and his belly projected 

from beneath them. It seemed as if he were laughing quietly at the prospect of leaving the dosshouse, 

never, never to return. Petunikoff, who was following him with his eyes, crossed himself, and then 

began to shake the dust and rubbish off his clothes, and the more he shook himself the more pleased 

and self-satisfied did he feel. He saw the tall figure of Aristid Fomich Kuvalda, in a gray cap with a red 

band, with his arms bound behind his back, being led away. Petunikoff smiled the smile of the 

conqueror, and went back into the dosshouse, but suddenly he stopped and trembled. At the door 

facing him stood an old man with a stick in his hand and a large bag on his back, a horrible old man in 

rags and tatters, which covered his bony figure. He bent under the weight of his burden, and lowered 

his head on his breast, as if he wished to attack the merchant. 

"What are you? Who are you?" shouted Petunikoff. 

"A man . . ." he answered in a hoarse voice. This hoarseness pleased and tranquillized Petunikoff, he 

even smiled. 
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"A man! And are there really men like you?" Stepping aside he let the old man pass. He went, saying 

slowly: 

"Men are of various kinds . . . as God wills . . . There are worse than me . . . still worse . . . Yes. . . ." 

The cloudy sky hung silently over the dirty yard and over the cleanly-dressed man with the pointed 

beard, who was walking about there, measuring distances with his steps and with his sharp eyes. On the 

roof of the old house a crow perched and croaked, thrusting its head now backward, now forward. In 

the lowering gray clouds, which hid the sky, there was something hard and merciless, as if they had 

gathered together to wash all the dirt off the face of this unfortunate, suffering, and sorrowful earth. 
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Who Was Mary Shelley 

by Lorine Niedecker 

Issue no. 36 (Winter 1966) 

Who was Mary Shelley?  

What was her name  

before she married? 

She eloped with Shelley,  

she rode a donkey  

till the donkey had to be carried. 

Mary was Frankenstein’s creator  

his yellow eye  

before her husband was to drown. 

Created Frankenstein nights  

after Byron, Shelley  

talked the candle down. 

Who was Mary Shelley?  

She read Latin, Greek, Italian.  

She bore a child 

who died  

and yet another child  

who died. 
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He Made Stone Speak 

Ingrid D. Rowland 

 

Elliott Erwitt/Magnum Photos 

St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City, 1993 
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Michelangelo, God’s Architect: The Story of His Final Years and Greatest Masterpiece  

by William E. Wallace 

Princeton University Press, 277 pp., $29.95 

If Michelangelo’s first biographers described his achievements as nothing short of divine, the man 

himself was beset throughout his life with mortal worries. They only increased with age. He was 

seventy-five when his protégé Giorgio Vasari described him in 1550 as sent down by Heaven to redeem 

art from its “endless futility,” “passionate but fruitless zeal, and the presumptuous opinions of mortals, 

more distant from truth than darkness from light.” Fortunately, as Vasari saw it, God had a plan: 

The governor of Heaven…decided to redeem us from such error by sending to earth a spirit universally 

capable, by single-handed effort in every art and profession, of exhibiting perfection: in the art of 

drawing, by delineating, outlining, shading, and highlighting to give painting a sense of three 

dimensions; as a sculptor, to work with right judgment; and in architecture, to make our dwellings 

comfortable and safe, sound, cheerful, well-proportioned, and rich in the variety of their ornament. 

That same year, art’s designated redeemer doubted in a letter that the new pope, Julius III, would need 

him, “owing to my age.” 

Shortly thereafter, in 1553, a closer associate, Ascanio Condivi, published his competing account of the 

great man’s life, apparently encouraged by Michelangelo himself. The factual errors they had found in 

Vasari’s biography did not include discerning Heaven’s role in Michelangelo’s birth “in the year of our 

salvation 1474, on the sixth of March, four hours before dawn, on a Monday.” Astrology was important 

in sixteenth-century Italy, not yet separate from the discipline of astronomy, and Michelangelo’s father, 

as a minor aristocrat, took care to have a professional cast his newborn son’s horoscope. Condivi 

remarks: 

A grand nativity, to be sure, already revealing the greatness of this boy and his creative genius, for 

Mercury (with Venus in the second house), received into the House of Jupiter under a benevolent 

aspect, promised everything that followed: that this would be the birth of a high and noble creative 

genius, capable of universal success in whatever enterprise he undertook, but chiefly in those arts that 

delight the senses, such as Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture. 

When Condivi published his Life of Michelangelo, the “high and noble creative genius” was nearly 

eighty. Far from basking in the “universal success” promised him by his horoscope, he had recently 

become so frustrated with a sculpted Pietà in his studio that he took up a hammer and smashed it with 

thoroughly professional competence. As a visitor reported in 1549, the frail old man could still break up 

marble with astonishing facility: 

I have seen Michelangelo, although more than sixty years old [in fact he was seventy-four] and no 

longer among the most robust, knock off more chips of a very hard marble in a quarter of an hour than 

three young stone carvers could have done in three or four, an almost incredible thing to one who has 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0691195498?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0691195498
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not seen it; and I thought the whole work would fall to pieces because he moved with such impetuosity 

and fury, knocking to the floor large chunks three and four fingers thick. 

Luckily, the repentant sculptor saved the broken pieces of his mangled Pietà and handed the wreck to 

one of his students, Tiberio Calcagni, with a request to repair the damage. Before he lost his temper, 

Michelangelo had meant for this four-person statue group to decorate his tomb, and therefore lent his 

own features to the elderly figure of Nicodemus, who bends protectively over the tragic tableau of the 

dead Christ, his mother, and Mary Magdalene, holding them all in his generous embrace.* 

To this aged Michelangelo, with his frailties, his frustrations, and his insoluble contradictions, William 

Wallace has devoted the latest and most poignant of his books on the artist (there are six others). 

Because all creative people start out as young people, we have a tendency to ascribe creativity to youth 

itself, but mature masters like Michelangelo remind us that the urge to create has nothing to do with 

age or the lack of it, but rather with that inventive spirit both he and Vasari called ingegno—inborn 

wit, cleverness, genius. The spirit often manifests young, but like wine and wood, it depends on age to 

reveal its full complexity. When Michelangelo turned seventy, as he does at the beginning 

of Michelangelo, God’s Architect, he had nineteen more years to live, every one of them spent at work. 

As dear friends died and his body weakened, he took on a remarkable series of huge, daunting projects, 

fully aware, as Wallace emphasizes, that he would never live to see them completed. In his deeply 

spiritual vision of the world, his own limits hardly mattered; God had called him, and he had answered. 

Wallace, in turn, relies on his own experience to take bold risks as a writer, pushing the haphazard 

evidence that survives from sixteenth-century Rome to bring the city and its people to life. He imagines 

himself, and his readers, inside Michelangelo’s dilapidated studio in an area with the inauspicious name 

of Macel de’ Corvi (Crows’ Market) long since plowed under by the urban dreams of a nineteenth-

century unified Italian state and the imperial designs of Benito Mussolini. Today a discreet plaque on 

the side of the mock-Venetian Palazzo delle Assicurazioni Generali on the vast Piazza Venezia 

commemorates the site of Michelangelo’s studio, sacrificed in the early twentieth century to the Roman 

headquarters of an insurance company. Where idling taxicabs now spew their exhaust in the shadow of 

Trajan’s Column, Wallace takes us back to a Rome that still has a foot in the Middle Ages. We can 

smell the stench of the surrounding butcher shops, the filthy streets, and the sweat of Michelangelo’s 

chestnut horse in his stable, the modest luxury of an older man who no longer walks so well. Marvelous 

statues people his studio, but we can also feel at home amid the raw stone and the masterpieces, in the 

company of his kindly caretakers, the housekeeper, and the cat. 

Wallace walks us up the steep slope behind Michelangelo’s house to meet his aristocratic friend 

Vittoria Colonna, Marchioness of Pescara, at a terrace on the Quirinal Hill, overlooking the city, where 

they contemplate the view of the unfinished St. Peter’s Basilica, soon to become Michelangelo’s most 

challenging commission of all. In another chapter, using every document within reach, Wallace creates 

an imaginative diary of a “typical” work week for his most atypical subject: a man in his eighties, 

charged with putting the largest dome in the world on the largest church in the world, inventing a new 

kind of construction technique as he inspects the goings-on from a wooden scaffolding suspended 150 

feet in the air. Like his hero, Wallace has learned, with time, how to convey sensations and information 

concisely, and to venture fearlessly out over the void. 
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He portrays Michelangelo as a man of coruscating passions, flashes of destructive temper, and 

affections so intense that they sometimes scared his friends away. He was introduced to the aristocratic 

widow Vittoria Colonna in 1536, when he was sixty-one and she was in her mid-forties. Her sprawling 

family castle, Palazzo Colonna, a medieval fortress in the center of the city (transformed along elegant 

Baroque lines in the eighteenth century), loomed over Michelangelo’s humble, odoriferous Macel de’ 

Corvi, but Vittoria lived, when in Rome, in a convent. Her patrician lineage thrilled Michelangelo, and 

so did her status as a published poet; each of them was starstruck by the other, probably to an equal 

degree. 

Wallace details the ebb and flow of their friendship with sympathetic insight; both were complicated 

characters, deeply religious but prey to their vanities, warm but impossibly demanding. Both of them 

received, and to an extent encouraged, a cultlike devotion. Neither of them quite fit into their 

hierarchical society, and nor did their friendship. Colonna would summon her new friend for a 

conversation and then, as the flatteries flew back and forth, remind him that they should be fixing their 

thoughts on religion; Wallace suspects that it was her way of keeping the artist’s epic emotions at a 

comfortable distance. Theirs was not a romance in the conventional sense; Michelangelo reserved those 

feelings for another younger friend, Tommaso de’ Cavalieri, and the portrait drawing he presented to 

Tommaso is a more polished work in every way than the devotional drawings he produced for the pious 

marchioness. 

Vittoria Colonna was not a beautiful woman, and perhaps that is why she took such peculiar pride in 

her shapely breasts. They make a conspicuous appearance in most of her portraits, in odd contrast to 

her proper widow’s weeds, and as Wallace notes, they also figure with jarring prominence in the 

fulsome praise lavished on her by the writer Paolo Giovio. Michelangelo presented her with his 

drawing of a Pietà, a Virgin Mary mourning over the body of her son, dressed in a gown that 

emphasizes the Madonna’s own monumental bosom. 

Like so many of Michelangelo’s close friends, Colonna died long before him, at a much younger age. 

One by one, his patrons, his assistants, and his friends slipped away, compelling him to find new 

companions. They included the strange residents of his studio: figures of heroic men and women 

emerging, with every blow of his chisel, from their mysterious marble surroundings. Michelangelo 

loved releasing these characters from their captivity. His copy of Colonna’s collected poems is signed 

“Michelangelo schultore” in his big, confident script. Despite the fact that his learned contemporaries 

regarded sculpture as the lowest of the arts because it required such hard physical labor and generated 

so much noise and dust, he knew their talk was nothing but talk. What could be more majestic than a 

colossus, and who knew better than he how to create one? 

Michelangelo carved stone with matchless speed and facility, but the fact that he shaped his works 

instinctively rather than by careful advance preparation led him into trouble as well as success; his 

studio was filled with half-finished projects, some of them impossible to complete, some of them 

familiar if silent friends. For years, he kept his monumental Moses at home as he struggled to finish its 

companion figures for the long-overdue tomb of Pope Julius II. Reportedly he smacked it on the knee 

and ordered, “Speak!”; one wonders whether, in the privacy of the studio, it actually did from time to 

time. Wallace begins his book with the moment when Moses finally leaves its long residence in the 

Macel de’ Corvi for its present home in the church of San Pietro in Vincoli, not far away but reached 
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only after an arduous journey: a gigantic Hebrew prophet riding on a cart through treacherous, 

unpaved Roman streets. 

If sculpture stood lowest on the totem pole of the Renaissance arts, architecture stood at its pinnacle, 

for it included elements of drawing, painting, and sculpture as well as its own particular specialties: 

shaping cities and enclosing space. And because of its complexity, architecture, more than the other 

arts, was an older man’s game in Renaissance Italy. Most of those older men, like Michelangelo, had 

trained first in some other profession. 

The guild system, with its hierarchical network of masters and apprentices, meant that only 

experienced men were likely to be entrusted with the large budgets, large workforces, and myriad 

problems involved in construction. Filippo Brunelleschi belonged to the goldsmiths’ guild; Donato 

Bramante, Raphael, and Baldassare Peruzzi began as painters; Leon Battista Alberti and Fra Giovanni 

Giocondo da Verona were educated as classical scholars and learned to draw because all gentlemen did, 

just as they learned to play a musical instrument. Vasari was tutored in the classics before his 

apprenticeship to an artist. There were exceptional people who worked as architects from the very 

beginning, but they came into the profession at a lower rung of the social ladder, notably the Sienese 

architect Francesco di Giorgio Martini. Antonio da Sangallo and his brother joined the building crew 

at St. Peter’s as apprentice contractors and became architects in their own right, picking up a 

smattering of Latin along the way. 

The dome of St. Peter’s presented the elderly artist with challenges on every conceivable front, from the 

declining powers of his own body to the demands of spiritual aesthetics to the physics of construction. 

Simply climbing the thirteen stories to the base of the dome was an effort in itself: Michelangelo, 

somewhat unsteady on his feet, rarely made the ascent. Shortly after he accepted the weighty 

assignment from Pope Paul III, Michelangelo realized that the basilica’s rising dome had grave 

structural flaws. The only solution was to demolish the existing structure and rebuild it from scratch, 

while preserving the cavernous church on which it stood. In the middle of the sixteenth century, he had 

been called upon to perform a twentieth- or twenty-first-century task: dismantling the upper levels of a 

high-rise without compromising the rest of the building. Furthermore, this particular high-rise loomed 

over the horizon in plain view for miles around. No one was prepared to watch its majestic outline 

shrink rather than ascend to glorious new heights. 

To convince the pope, Michelangelo brought forth all the social graces he had learned as a youth in 

Florence at the court of Lorenzo the Magnificent, and succeeded both in getting permission for the 

demolition and in carrying it out, driven, as he later wrote, “for the love of God and in honor of the 

Apostle.” In a tour de force of historical imagination, Wallace lists all the questions Michelangelo 

would have had to face as head architect of St. Peter’s. The list goes on for three pages, and the 

completed dome (finished after Michelangelo’s death, with a taller profile, by Giacomo Della Porta) 

proves how attentively he addressed each one of those concerns. That driving sense of responsibility to 

the pope and Saint Peter kept him from ever returning to his beloved Florence. 

Michelangelo, God’s Architect is well illustrated, but the truth is that not one of Michelangelo’s 

creations can be conveyed easily in a photograph. The Sistine Chapel ceiling dazzles our eyes so 

dynamically because it curves in a gentle arch. David is meant to be seen from every direction, but the 
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camera can provide only one. Without standing inside the Laurentian Library and the Medici Chapel 

 

Castello Sforzesco, Milan/Alinari/Art Resource 

Michelangelo: The ‘Rondanini’ Pietà, 1552–1564 

we can never truly feel the way Michelangelo has shaped these enclosing spaces by the careful 

arrangement of solid columns, statues, cornices, and consoles. But his late projects present, if anything, 

a steeper challenge. St. Peter’s is larger than our senses can grasp even when we are standing beneath 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/rowland_2-070220.jpg
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its massive dome; there is no way to reproduce that disconcerting three-dimensional discomfort on a 

comfortably sized page. More interesting, and infinitely more moving, are the ways in which 

Michelangelo’s last two statues—that ravaged Pietà now in Florence and another, equally battered 

Pietà in Milan—strike right through to the soul by some magical trick of the old man’s chisel. It doesn’t 

matter that they are both unpolished ruins; Michelangelo has passed beyond the idea of completion to 

single out a universally recognizable instant through an instantly eloquent detail. 

With the “Bandini” Pietà in Florence, it is the figure of Nicodemus, and his solicitous embrace; by 

carving his own portrait into the elder’s face, Michelangelo has turned his act of creation into a way of 

caring not just for his figures and the people they represent, but also for the viewers who take the time 

to stay awhile in their presence. Through his art, Michelangelo, in the person of Nicodemus, has taken 

on the burden of caring for us. He cares as fiercely as Caravaggio cares, actively, irresistibly, and he 

shows his care by letting us experience his pain as a pledge that he, in turn, will honor ours. David, 

completed when the artist was about thirty, presents humanity in the magnificence of youth, pride, and 

vigor. These late sculptures present nothing so much as the stubborn endurance of love in spite of 

everything: weakness, injustice, and death itself. 

Michelangelo’s last statue, another Pietà (the “Rondanini”; see illustration), shows a tiny, muscular 

Virgin Mary holding the slumped, elongated body of her son. Their faces are barely sketched. Jesus has 

a free-floating extra arm, the remnant of a previous composition; Michelangelo vandalized this work as 

he had vandalized his previous Pietà. It hardly matters. What survives, and what no photograph can 

reveal, is the tension a master sculptor can pack into the Virgin’s sturdy legs, riveted to the ground as 

she sustains this unbearable burden, and the iron grip of the arm she has flung around her son’s 

corpse. She could be Atlas holding up the world, and indeed Michelangelo’s faith told him that in that 

moment she was clasping all of human salvation to her heart. She is a scrappy little Italian mamma 

performing the task of a Titan. And she will never let go. 

1. * 

Some art historians identify this group as a Deposition from the Cross rather than a Pietà. ↩ 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/07/02/michelangelo-he-made-stone-speak/  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/07/02/michelangelo-he-made-stone-speak/#fnr-*
https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/07/02/michelangelo-he-made-stone-speak/
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When Asbestos Was a Gift Fit for a King 

File under: “don’t try this at home.” 

 

Tremolite asbestos from the Aure Valley, French Pyrenees 

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Amelia Soth  

  

According to legend, Charlemagne liked to lay out his lavish banquets on a sparkling-white tablecloth 

spun from pure asbestos. After his guests had eaten their fill, the king would pluck the tablecloth off the 

table and fling it into the hearth. In the blaze, the cloth turned fiery red, but did not burn. When it was 

plucked out, it was cleaner than ever, with the debris of the meal roasted away. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tr%C3%A9molite-Bar%C3%A8ge.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/amelia-soth/
https://www.wessexarch.co.uk/news/salamanders-and-lung-disease-history-asbestos
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Long before asbestos was recognized as a health hazard, it was a near-mythical wonder material, a gift 

fit for kings and emperors. One Han dynasty general apparently put on an even better show than 

Charlemagne: he would wear an asbestos jacket to dinner and “accidentally” spill wine over it. 

Feigning a fit of rage, he would rip off the garment and throw it into the fire, only to pull it out 

moments later, perfectly clean and unharmed. 

Nobles were cremated in asbestos shrouds, so that their ashes would not mix with the cinders of the 

fire. 

Nobles were cremated in asbestos shrouds, so that their ashes would not mix with the cinders of the 

fire. The eternal flames that burned in the temples of Vesta, watched over by the Vestal virgins, were 

kindled on asbestos wicks. 

But asbestos was also turned to less scrupulous uses. The wondrous properties of the material made it a 

prime tool for the creation of false relics: its incombustibility served as proof of authenticity. Scammers 

passed off chunks of asbestos as fragments of the True Cross, and the monks of Monte Cassino bought 

an asbestos towel under the impression that it was the cloth Jesus had used to wash his disciples’ feet. 

Tremolite asbestos via Wikimedia Commons 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4526458?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_campaign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_campaign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41335422?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24995833?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://www.jstor.org/stable/29782155?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://books.google.com/books?id=2YGzAQAAQBAJ&pg=PA31&lpg=PA31&dq=#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Asbestos_Tremolite.jpg
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But even without trickery, asbestos was rare and precious enough to fetch a pretty penny. When 

Benjamin Franklin found himself broke in London, he paid his bills by selling an asbestos purse to a 

curiosity-collector. We still have his letter: 

Sir, Having lately been in the Northern Parts of America, I have brought from thence a Purse made of 

the Stone Asbestus, a Piece of the Stone, and a Piece of Wood, the Pithy Part of which is of the same 

Nature, and call’d by the Inhabitants Salamander Cotton. As you are noted to be a Lover of 

Curiosities, I have inform’d you of these; and if you have any Inclination to purchase them, or see ’em, 

let me know your Pleasure by a Line directed for me at the Golden Fan in Little Britain, and I will wait 

upon you with them. 

Asbestos seemed to belong more to the realm of fairy-tales than to real life. Some believed that it was 

derived from the wool of the mythical fire-resistant salamander, or the feathers of the phoenix. Others 

confidently claimed that it was spun from the long, silky fur of a species of rat that lives inside 

volcanoes. According to this version of the legend, while the rats are in the blaze, their hairs glow 

sapphire-red. Hunters kill them by splashing them with just a few drops of water, after which their fur 

fades to an alabaster white. 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

These stories may seem a little far-fetched, but there’s a certain logic to them—after all, it makes sense 

that the source of an incombustible fiber would be incombustible itself. The truth of asbestos is perhaps 

even stranger. As the historian of technology Rachel Maines notes in Asbestos and Fire: Technological 

Tradeoffs and the Body at Risk, pretty much every fiber we use comes from something living, whether 

animal or vegetable. Asbestos is the only exception; it’s the only rock that can be woven into cloth. For 

that reason, the early naturalist Charles Bonnet considered asbestos to be the missing link between 

lifeless rock and living matter. 

There is something extremely eerie about asbestos in the wild. Splitting open a rock, you discover a vein 

of fluff running through it, like wool caught in a cleft. A blue-gold glimmer of chatoyancy runs down 

the threads, and when you peel the fibers away, they come off as delicately as pieces of cobweb. Rock as 

delicate as silk, cloth as indestructible as rock: asbestos seems like it should be impossible. If you came 

across this description in an old book of natural wonders, you’d probably dismiss it as a legend, just as 

unlikely as the fire-resistant salamander or the fire-rat. 

  

https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-

king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_cam

paign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email   

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3087219?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4526458?mag=when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king
https://books.google.com/books?id=2YGzAQAAQBAJ&pg=PA31&lpg=PA31&dq=#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=2YGzAQAAQBAJ&pg=PA31&lpg=PA31&dq=#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chatoyancy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C0WYo1mXeY8
https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_campaign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_campaign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/when-asbestos-was-a-gift-fit-for-a-king/?utm_term=When%20Asbestos%20Was%20a%20Gift%20Fit%20for%20a%20King&utm_campaign=jstordaily_08202020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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Tiny quantum fluctuations observed moving 40-kg mirror 

By Michael Irving 

 

A scientist inspecting one of LIGO's mirrors, which has now been measurably affected by quantum 

fluctuations 

Matt Heintze/Caltech/MIT/LIGO Lab 

Physics is mostly divided into two areas – classical physics describes how large objects and systems work on 

a scale that we see every day, while quantum physics describes the “spooky” subatomic world. Now, 

scientists have observed a rare crossover, where a quantum fluctuation was able to affect a macroscale object. 

To us living here in the world of classical physics, the realm of quantum physics sounds pretty 

counterintuitive. This is a world where particles can seemingly teleport through impenetrable 

barriers, communicate instantly over long distances, and exist in two states at once. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/macroscale-quantum-entanglement/54372/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/quantum-tunneling-time-measured-instantaneous/58879/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/quantum-entanglement-satellite-distance-record/50071/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/physics/2000-schrodingers-cats-largest-quantum-superposition-tests/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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Most of the time, these quantum quirks are restricted to the microscopic world, where their effects are too tiny 

for us to notice. But now, physicists at MIT and LIGO have witnessed a quantum event affecting a 

macroscale object. It’s a bit like seeing a bad guy cop a kick from Ant-Man – things that small aren’t 

“supposed” to be able to affect us. 

Quantum fluctuations are yet another phenomenon that sounds like science fiction to us. Basically, within 

seemingly empty space, particles constantly pop in and out of existence, creating a background of quantum 

noise. 

And now, it turns out that this quantum noise is enough to move a macroscale object – at least, under very 

carefully controlled conditions. On a new study, researchers observed a quantum fluctuation giving a little 

kick to a 40-kg (88-lb) mirror at the LIGO laboratory. And we mean a little kick – the mirror was measured to 

have moved by about one sextillionth of a meter (10-20 m). 

“A hydrogen atom is 10-10 meters, so this displacement of the mirrors is to a hydrogen atom what a hydrogen 

atom is to us – and we measured that,” says Lee McCuller, co-author of the study. 

This kind of thing would be happening all around us, all the time, but usually there’s way too much 

interference to ever be able to observe it. To do so, the researchers turned to one of the “quietest” places on 

Earth – the LIGO facility. 

LIGO is a huge laboratory set up to detect gravitational waves rolling in from deep space. These waves are 

ripples in the very fabric of spacetime, and by the time they wash over Earth, they’re distorting reality over a 

distance smaller than the width of a proton. To keep it sensitive enough to detect these events, the equipment 

is very well shielded from external noise. 

That makes it uniquely qualified to potentially pick up macroscale movements from quantum fluctuations. 

“What’s special about this experiment is we’ve seen quantum effects on something as large as a human,” says 

Nergis Mavalvala, co-author of the study. “We too, every nanosecond of our existence, are being kicked 

around, buffeted by these quantum fluctuations. It’s just that the jitter of our existence, our thermal energy, is 

too large for these quantum vacuum fluctuations to affect our motion measurably. With LIGO’s mirrors, 

we’ve done all this work to isolate them from thermally driven motion and other forces, so that they are now 

still enough to be kicked around by quantum fluctuations and this spooky popcorn of the universe.” 

To maximize the quantum fluctuations, the researchers used an instrument called a quantum squeezer on 

LIGO’s laser. Quantum fluctuations emerge from the uncertainty principle – basically, the more precisely one 

property of a particle is measured, the less certain you can be sure of others. In this case, the two properties 

are phase and amplitude. 

The quantum squeezer narrows down the uncertainty in phase, which increases the uncertainty in amplitude. 

The latter is the property most likely to impart a kick on the mirror, so essentially the team is boosting the 

chances that the mirror would move. And sure enough, it did. 

https://newatlas.com/scientists-create-real-protons-from-virtual-ones/20689/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/ligo-upgrade-gravitational-waves/59154/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/space/ligo-higher-harmonics-gravitational-wave/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uncertainty_principle
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“This quantum fluctuation in the laser light can cause a radiation pressure that can actually kick an object,” 

says McCuller. “The object in our case is a 40-kilogram mirror, which is a billion times heavier than the 

nanoscale objects that other groups have measured this quantum effect in.” 

The study not only helps us understand the quirky quantum world better, but the team says that this quantum 

squeezer could eventually be used to help LIGO detect even fainter gravitational waves than it currently can. 

The research was published in the journal Nature. 

Source: MIT 

We recommend 

1. Explainer: What is quantum machine learning and how can it help us? 

by Betony Adams et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Big Blue's Big Leap: Quantum center takes on 53 qubit system 

by Nancy Cohen et al., TechXplore.com 

3. The first intuitive programming language for quantum computers 

by ETH Zurich, TechXplore.com 

1. Researchers put forward a roadmap for quantum internet development 

by Delft University of Technology, TechXplore.com 

2. Physicists identify light sources using artificial intelligence 

by Louisiana State University, TechXplore.com 

3. Project brings quantum internet closer to reality 

by The Army Research Laboratory, TechXplore.com 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2420-8
http://news.mit.edu/2020/quantum-fluctuations-jiggle-objects-0701
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-04-quantum-machine.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-09-big-blue-quantum-center-qubit.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-06-intuitive-language-quantum.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2018-10-roadmap-quantum-internet.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-05-physicists-sources-artificial-intelligence.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-09-quantum-internet-closer-reality.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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Michael Irving 

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

universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing and several years experience under his belt, he 

joined New Atlas as a staff writer in 2016. 

 

https://newatlas.com/physics/mit-ligo-macroscale-quantum-

fluctuations/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-

92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/physics/mit-ligo-macroscale-quantum-fluctuations/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/physics/mit-ligo-macroscale-quantum-fluctuations/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/physics/mit-ligo-macroscale-quantum-fluctuations/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/physics/mit-ligo-macroscale-quantum-fluctuations/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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Ralph Waldo Emerson: A Child's Biography 

by Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

This biography of Ralph Waldo Emerson for children was excerpted from Mary Stoyell Stimpson's book, A 

Child's Book of American Biography (1915). Add over one hundred years to Ms. Stimpson's time reference 

when you read it with your own children. 

 

 

You can't think how hard fathers and mothers used to work and plan to get their children educated in the old 

days when there were no public schools. The Emersons did some planning, I can assure you. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ralph-waldo-emerson
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All the pictures of Ralph Waldo Emerson that I have happened to see show him as a man of middle age, with 

very smooth hair, and plain but very nice-looking clothes. He looks in these pictures as nurse Richards used to 

say of my father,—"as if he had just come out of the top bureau drawer." 

Well, Ralph Emerson did not always wear fine clothes, but I would not be a bit surprised if he always looked 

middle-aged. Boys who had as little fun as the Emerson boys had when they were growing up would not be 

expected to look young. 

In the end, Ralph became a minister, as well as a writer, and a lecturer, and a philosopher. His father and his 

grandfather had been ministers, too. I fancy it was trying to send all these minister-Emersons to school and 

college that kept each set of parents so poor. 

Ralph's father, William Emerson, did not care to be a minister. He wanted to live in a city and teach school, 

play his bass viol, and belong to musical or singing clubs. But his mother looked ready to cry when he told 

her this and said: "Why, William, it has taken all the money I had to send you through Harvard College. What 

good will it do you, if you do not become a preacher?" So, rather than grieve his mother, he agreed to fit 

himself for preaching. How he hoped he might be sent to some large town! But instead of that, he settled in a 

small place where neighbors lived two or three miles from each other. He was as lonesome as he could be. He 

was too poor to buy a horse and too busy to spend half his time walking, so he could not get very well 

acquainted with the families that came to hear him preach. Besides, his pay was small, and if the kind-hearted 

farmers had not brought him a ham, a leg of lamb, or a load of wood now and then, I don't see how he would 

have managed. 

In spite of all these hindrances, William saved a little money in five years. He bought a small farm and got 

married. As the years went by and there were children to feed, his preaching did not bring half the money they 

needed, so he taught school, his wife took boarders, and he—even—sold—his—beloved bass viol. And I do 

not think they felt that anything was too hard if only these children could go to college. Mrs. Emerson was 

very proud of her husband when he stood in the pulpit on Sundays, and used to shut her eyes and try to 

imagine how their boys would look in a pulpit. 

Finally good luck came their way. Mr. Emerson was asked to preach in Boston. Then he had the city life he 

loved, he heard good music, and could call on his friends three times a day if he wished, and the boys had fine 

schools. 

None of the children were over ten when this good man, Minister William, died. And then came the widow's 

struggle to educate them. The church members were kind to her; she took boarders again, and sewed and 

mended with never a complaint, so long as the boys could go to the Latin School. They saw how tired she got 

and kept wishing they could grow up faster, so they could earn money and let her rest. They helped her wash 

dishes, and they chopped wood and cleaned vegetables, while the other school-boys played ball, or swam, or 

skated. There were no play hours for them. They had but one overcoat between them. So they took turns 

wearing it. Some of the mean, cruel boys at school used to taunt them about it, singing out, when they came in 

sight: "Well, who is wearing the coat to-day?" 

A spinster aunt, Miss Mary Emerson, came to see the family often. She urged the boys to stand high in their 

classes and thought it would not hurt them to do without play. She read all the fine books aloud to them that 
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she could borrow. Once a caller found her telling the boys stories of great heroes, late at night, so that they 

might forget that they had been without food for a day and a half! They were as poor as that! 

Ralph began to go to school when he was three and so was able to enter Harvard College when he was 

fourteen. He did not have to pay for his room at the president's house because he did errands for him. And to 

pay for his meals, he waited on tables. That was working to get an education, wasn't it? 

Ralph did not find fault because he had to work all the time that he was not studying; he was thinking of his 

mother. When he won a prize of thirty dollars for declaiming well, he sent it to his mother as fast as the mails 

could take it and asked her to buy a shawl for herself. But she had to take it to buy food for the smaller 

children! Ralph used to tell his brothers that he could not think of anything in this world that would make him 

so happy as to be able some day to buy a house for his dear mother and to see her living easily. 

The other boys,—Waldo, Charles, Buckley, and Edward,—proved to be fine scholars, like Ralph, but they 

were never strong.They were always having to hurry south, or across the ocean to get over some illness. The 

truth is they did not have enough to eat when they were little. Old maid aunts can tell stories of heroes every 

night in the year, but that will never take the place of bread and potatoes, eggs and milk. 

Ralph's mother was very happy that he became a minister, and like his father, preached in Boston. After some 

years of preaching, he traveled in Europe. Then he lectured. He had a beautiful, clear voice, and all the things 

he told were so interesting that his name became famous, even before he wrote books. He settled in Concord, 

where Thoreau and Louisa May Alcott lived. He knew so much that by and by people called him "The Sage 

of Concord." He said he could never think very well sitting down. So when he wanted to write a poem, or 

sermon, or essay, (and you can hardly step into a New England home where there is not a book called 

Emerson's Essays) he put on his hat and went out for a walk. When he had walked three or four hours, he had 

usually decided just what he wanted to write down. On this account he generally went out alone. It was after a 

stroll in the woods near Concord, where the squirrels are thick, that he wrote the fable about the mountain and 

the squirrel. It begins this way: 

"The Mountain and the Squirrel 

Had a quarrel. 

The Mountain called the Squirrel 'Little Prig'—" 

It is rather nice to remember that after William Emerson had sold his bass viol, after all the pinching and 

saving of Mrs. William, and after going with half a coat, Ralph Waldo Emerson proved, in the end, to be such 

an uncommon man and scholar that his name is known the world over. Perhaps if all of us were as willing to 

study and work, and to keep studying and working, as the Sage of Concord was, there would be ever so many 

more famous Americans than there are to-day. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ralph-waldo-emerson/short-story/ralph-waldo-emerson-a-childs-

biography 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ralph-waldo-emerson/short-story/ralph-waldo-emerson-a-childs-biography
https://americanliterature.com/author/ralph-waldo-emerson/short-story/ralph-waldo-emerson-a-childs-biography
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VIA THE NEW PRESS 

The New Yorker Article Heard Round the World 

Revisiting John Hersey's Groundbreaking "Hiroshima" 

By Greg Mitchell 

 

John Hersey’s article titled simply “Hiroshima,” which comprised the entire feature space in the August 31, 

1946, issue of The New Yorker, has been called by many the greatest, or at least the most important, 

journalistic achievement of the past century. Its life was extended when it was soon published as a best-selling 

book that remains a classic today.   

Correspondent and novelist John Hersey, at the age of 31, had already won a Pulitzer Prize for A Bell for 

Adano. Several months after the first atomic bomb was dropped over Hiroshima in August 1945, he had 

mentioned writing something about it to his New Yorker editor, William Shawn. Hersey, who was born in 

China to Protestant missionaries and covered the Pacific war for Henry Luce and Time-Life, imagined an 

article documenting the power of the new bomb and the destruction it caused to one city. Ultimately he 

decided he would focus on what happened not to buildings but to humans. He just needed to find a form to 

tell the story. 

Shawn was enthusiastic and urged him not to rush since, months after the epochal events, “No one has even 

touched” the subject. This was, sadly, true. And the first Hollywood drama about the bomb, from MGM, was 

in the process of being transformed from an urgent warning by atomic scientists to pro-bomb propaganda 

under pressure from the military and White House. 

https://thenewpress.com/books/beginning-or-end
https://lithub.com/author/gregmitchell/
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On the way to the Far East, Hersey had read Thornton Wilder’s novel The Bridge of San Luis Rey, which 

explored an 18th century disaster in Peru through the eyes of a handful of victims. Hersey sensed this might 

be the best way to personalize the far more vast and deadly Hiroshima story. Arriving in Hiroshima in May 

1946, he interviewed several dozen survivors, before settling on six who told powerful stories but were not 

exactly representative of the city as a whole: two doctors, one Catholic priest and one Methodist minister, and 

two working women. (It might also be said that they were not typical because these six had survived.) Their 

movements in the shattered city occasionally crossed, one of the novelistic requirements the author had set. 

Conducting the interviews and research, with a translator at his side, Hersey was “terrified all the time,” he 

later explained. Hersey had seen the devastation of war many times before, most recently in China and Tokyo, 

but Hiroshima was different: These ruins had been created by one weapon in one instant, a terrifying notion. 

If Hersey felt that in the city nine months later, how must the people who were there at the time experienced 

it? So he set out to struggle to understand. 

–Greg Mitchell  

The following is from Mitchell’s The Beginning of the End: How Hollywood—and America—Learned to Stop 

Worrying and Love the Bomb.  

* 

When a new issue of The New Yorker arrived at the very end of August, the cover featured a generic picnic 

scene, with people sunbathing, hiking, riding horses. The first few pages held the usual ads for nylons and 

women’s clothing from Lord & Taylor or Bergdorf Goodman. But there was something unique about this 

issue: there was no “Talk of the Town,” few cartoons, no book reviews. The entire issue was devoted to one 

feature, 68 pages long (some thirty thousand words), written by war correspondent and novelist John Hersey. 

His temporary titles for the piece, “Events at Hiroshima” or “Some Experiences at Hiroshima,” had fallen 

away in favor of the simple and powerful: “Hiroshima.” 

In a note to readers, the editors explained that they had taken this extraordinary step based on the conviction 

that most people still did not recognize the profoundly different power of this weapon—“the almost total 

obliteration of a city”—and now “might well take time to consider the terrible implications of its use.” 

Hersey’s first sentence set the scene like none other to date: “At exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the 

morning, on August 6, 1945, Japanese time, at the moment when the atomic bomb flashed above Hiroshima, 

Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk in the personnel department of the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her 

place in the plant office and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.” Clearly he was going 

to go far beyond, in both style and content, the wrenching first-person report from the Jesuit pastor John 

Siemes earlier in the year. 

When Hersey submitted the article as a four-part series, William Shawn, who edited it, proposed running it in 

one issue for maximum impact. Mission accomplished. The article caused an immediate sensation. All copies 

sold out on newsstands. The mayor of Princeton, New Jersey, asked every resident to read it. Newspapers 

requested reprint rights, which Hersey granted if proceeds went to the Red Cross. Plans were announced for 

narrating the entire story over the ABC radio network on four consecutive evenings. The New Yorker was 

flooded with requests for extra copies—Albert Einstein, for example, wanted one thousand to distribute to 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781620975732
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781620975732
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members of his Emergency Committee of Atomic Scientists. When Einstein sent out copies he included in his 

cover note, “I believe Mr. Hersey has given a true picture of the appalling effect on human beings. . . . And 

this picture has implications for the future of mankind which must deeply concern all responsible men and 

women.” 

Columnists and editors, most of whom had expressed strong support for the use of the bomb, nevertheless 

praised the article, many calling it the strongest reporting of its time. The New York Times declared that every 

American “who has permitted himself to make jokes about atom bombs, or who has come to regard them as 

just one sensational development that can now be accepted as part of civilization . . . ought to read Mr. 

Hersey.” The editorial reminded readers that the “disasters at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were our handiwork,” 

and that the crucial argument that the bomb reputedly saved more lives than it took might appear unsound 

after reading Hersey. On top of that, Hersey chronicled the gruesomely unique way so many perished in 

death-by-radiation, which caused at least 20 percent of the casualties. Writing to New Yorker editors, the 

journalist Janet Flanner compared the article to Matthew Brady’s photographs during the Civil War, one of 

the first “records of how people really looked in war.” 

Just one of dozens of brief, riveting episodes in the article: “Everything fell, and Miss Sasaki lost 

consciousness. The ceiling dropped suddenly and the wooden floor above collapsed in splinters and the 

people there came down and the roof above them gave way; but principally and first of all, the bookcases 

right behind her swooped forward and the contents threw her down, with her left leg horribly twisted and 

breaking underneath her. There, in the tin factory, in the first moments of the atomic age, a human being was 

crushed by books.” 

Some readers felt this grim account of the first atomic bomb survivors was somewhat diminished by its 

surroundings—the usual ads for quality booze, Tiffany pins, leg cosmetics, and vacations abroad. A flood of 

letters to The New Yorker, however, revealed that most readers were terribly moved. A college student wrote, 

“I had never thought of the people in the bombed cities as individuals.” Many mentioned that they were now 

ashamed of what America had done. A young scientist, once proud of his work for the Manhattan Project, 

revealed that he wept as he read the article and was “filled with shame to recall the whoopee spirit” with 

which he and others had received the news of the bombing, recalling a “champagne dinner” that night. “We 

didn’t realize” the horror and human effects, he added. “I wonder if we do yet.” 

One reader not pleased was Henry Luce, Hersey’s main employer. Time claimed that Hersey “had practically 

stumbled into” this story and that editor Harold Ross (“a man given to juvenile and profane tantrums”) had 

only printed the article at that length in one issue because he was notably short of good material. The novelist 

Thomas Mann had an interesting take himself. He hailed the article but declared it should not be translated for 

the postwar Germans because it is “their only pleasure to enjoy the mistakes and sins committed anywhere 

else in the world.” 

Would “Hiroshima” provoke a public rethinking of the wisdom of Truman’s decision to use the bomb? To 

date that debate had centered on what to do with the next bombs, not what had been done with the first ones. 

Atomic scientists who had never before addressed the divisive Hiroshima decision—the Bulletin of the 

Atomic Scientists had just called it “water over the dam”—were now speaking out. Albert Einstein 

commented that the bomb probably was used primarily to end the Pacific war before Russia got into it. 
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Not everyone responded positively. “I read Hersey’s report,” one subscriber wrote The New Yorker. “It was 

marvelous. Now let us drop a handful [of atomic bombs] on Moscow.” General Thomas Farrell, currently 

being portrayed in the MGM movie, was so angry he asked Bernard Baruch to propose another article to the 

editors at the magazine— about six POWs mistreated by the Japanese and how they felt about the bomb. 

(That American POWs died in the Hiroshima attack would remain a secret for decades.) 

Others felt Hersey had not gone far enough. The writer himself admitted to publisher Alfred A. Knopf that he 

had “been at great pains to keep the tone of guilt about using the bomb at a minimum.” The New York Times, 

in a second “minority opinion” editorial, charged that Hersey had merely “given us a picture of war’s horrors 

as the world has long known them, rather than a picture of the unprecedented horrors of atomic warfare.” The 

simple number 100,000— indicating the number killed in one day— conveyed more about the meaning of 

Hiroshima than any evocative anecdote. 

The left-wing critic Dwight Macdonald was more caustic. Macdonald despised the article’s “suave, toned-

down, underplayed kind of naturalism,” its “moral deficiency” in vision, its “antiseptic” prose. Naturalism, he 

suggested, was no longer adequate “either esthetically or morally, to cope with the modern horrors.” The 

writer Mary McCarthy mocked The New Yorker for declaring a moral “emergency” while surrounding the 

Hersey article with all those cigarette and perfume ads. While agreeing that the atomic bomb threatened the 

continuity of life, she unfairly characterized the key survivors in the Hersey article as “busy little Methodists”: 

“What it did was to minimize the atomic bomb by treating it as though it belonged to the familiar order of 

catastrophes. . . . The existence of any survivors is an irrelevancy, and the interview with the survivors is an 

insipid falsification of the truth of atom warfare. To have done the atom bomb justice, Mr. Hersey would have 

had to interview the dead.” 

But it was Saturday Review editor Norman Cousins whose reaction would end up having the most impact. He 

had already argued that the bomb might have been aimed at the Russians as much as the Japanese. Now in an 

editorial titled “The Literacy of Survival,” he asserted that Americans, despite Hersey’s achievement, still did 

not fully comprehend what they had done. “Have we as a people,” he asked, “any sense of responsibility for 

the crime of Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Have we attempted to press our leaders for an answer concerning their 

refusal to heed the pleas of the scientists against the use of the bomb without a demonstration?” He concluded 

by calling for a national “moratorium” on all normal habits and routine, “in order to acquire a basic literacy” 

on the moral implications of the atomic bombings and the atomic age. If this accomplished little it would at 

least “enable the American people to recognize a crisis when they see one and are in one.” 

What this editorial, along with the Hersey article, would accomplish more than anything was to inspire pro-

bomb authorities, from James Conant to Henry Stimson, to take redemptive action, involving a quite different 

major article in another leading magazine, to reinforce the Hiroshima narrative they had promoted from the 

start. 

__________________________________ 
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Excerpt from The Beginning or the End by Greg Mitchell. Reprinted with permission of the publisher, The 

New Press.  

Atomic bombGreg MitchellHiroshimaJohn Herseythe beginning or the endThe New Presswar 

Greg Mitchell 

Greg Mitchell’s books include The Beginning or the End: How Hollywood Learned to Stop Worrying and 

Love the Bomb (The New Press) as well as The Tunnels; The Campaign of the Century, winner of the 

Goldsmith Book Prize and finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize; Tricky Dick and the Pink Lady, a 

New York Times Notable Book; So Wrong for So Long; and, with Robert Jay Lifton, Hiroshima in America 

and Who Owns Death? He lives in the New York City area. 

 

https://lithub.com/the-new-yorker-article-heard-round-the-world/ 

  

https://thenewpress.com/books/beginning-or-end
https://lithub.com/tag/atomic-bomb/
https://lithub.com/tag/greg-mitchell/
https://lithub.com/tag/hiroshima/
https://lithub.com/tag/john-hersey/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-beginning-or-the-end/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-new-press/
https://lithub.com/tag/war/
https://lithub.com/author/gregmitchell/
https://lithub.com/the-new-yorker-article-heard-round-the-world/
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Ultrafast-acting form of insulin developed by Stanford researchers 

By Rich Haridy 

 

A new insulin formulation could be four times faster-acting than current rapid insulin formulations 

itsmejust/Depositphotos 

A team from Stanford University has developed an ultrafast-acting form of insulin that promises to work up to 

four times faster than current commercially available formulations. The novel drug has only been screened in 

animals so far but the researchers are hoping to test it in human trials in the future. 

“People often focus on the therapeutic agents in a drug formulation but, by focusing only on the performance 

additives – parts that were once referred to as ‘inactive ingredients’ – we can achieve really big advancements 

in the overall efficacy of the drug,” explains Eric Appel, senior author on the new study. “The insulin 

molecules themselves are fine, so we wanted to develop a ‘magic fairy dust’ that you add into a vial that 

would help to fix the stability problem.” 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/8020493/stock-photo-in-the-world-of-drugs.html
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Most commercial therapeutic forms of insulin are comprised of the molecule in several forms. In its active 

form, a single insulin molecule is known as a monomer. However, this active form is not very stable, 

especially when kept in vials for medicine. 

A more stable form of insulin is known as a hexamer, which is six insulin molecules bound together in the 

presence of zinc atoms. In its hexamer form insulin is slow-acting, as the body must break it down into 

monomers. 

So the Stanford team set out to find a way to stabilize monomeric insulin to allow it to be effectively stored in 

vials as a medicine without it rapidly degrading. They screened hundreds of different polymer additives, 

eventually homing in on one in particular that kept monomeric insulin stable. 

Stress tests showed this new formulation remained stable for up to 24 hours, compared to commercial fast-

acting insulin that degraded in less than 10 hours under the same tests. So the new formulation was stable, but 

did it still work effectively as insulin in organisms? 

Using diabetic pigs to model the effect of the drug, the researchers saw incredibly rapid responses, with the 

insulin reaching 90 percent of peak activity within five minutes of administration. In comparison, the most 

rapid-acting insulin currently available still takes up to 15 minutes to begin working, and even longer to reach 

its peak. 

The researchers hypothesize these animal findings equate to the drug working in humans around four times 

faster than currently available fast-acting insulin formulations. Alongside the rapid onset is a sooner endpoint 

to the drug’s action, meaning its overall activity more effectively resembles the natural rise and fall of insulin 

in a healthy individual. 

All of these findings point to extraordinarily promising potential in developing not only more useful forms of 

insulin but also more effective artificial pancreas systems that can autonomously regulate blood sugar 

levels without any human intervention. 

Nevertheless, it is still early days for the research. Although the toxicity profiles from the animal tests are 

promising, until the formulation is tested in humans it will not be clear how safe, or effective, it actually is. 

And, the researchers are yet to apply to the FDA for approvals to test the drug in human subjects, so even if 

successful, this novel insulin formulation is still some years away from public clinical use. 

The new research was published in the journal Science Translational Medicine. 

Source: Stanford University 

We recommend 

https://newatlas.com/artificial-pancreas-mayo-clinic/19041/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/fda-medtronic-artificial-pancreas-approval/45678/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/artificial-pancreas-diabetes-type-1-harvard-clinical-trial/51777/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/artificial-pancreas-diabetes-type-1-harvard-clinical-trial/51777/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://stm.sciencemag.org/content/12/550/eaba6676
https://news.stanford.edu/press-releases/2020/07/01/new-ultrafast-insulin/
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1. Researchers devise novel ultrafast laser beam steering for autonomous cars that is less complex, uses 

less power 

by Purdue University, TechXplore.com 

2. Dog-like robot jumps, flips and trots 

by Taylor Kubota et al., TechXplore.com 

3. 'PigeonBot' brings aircraft closer to feathered-flight 

TechXplore.com 

1. Stanford Doggo: a highly agile quadruped robot 

by Ingrid Fadelli et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Social robot 'Jackrabbot' seeks to understand pedestrian behavior (w/ video) 

by Vignesh Ramachandran et al., TechXplore.com 

3. Liquid-metal, high-voltage flow battery 

by Mark Golden et al., TechXplore.com 

 

Rich Haridy 

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

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

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

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

https://newatlas.com/medical/ultrafast-acting-insulin-diabetes-

stanford/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-

92970593 

https://techxplore.com/news/2018-04-ultrafast-laser-autonomous-cars-complex.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2018-04-ultrafast-laser-autonomous-cars-complex.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-05-dog-like-robot-flips.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-01-pigeonbot-aircraft-closer-feathered-flight.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-05-stanford-doggo-highly-agile-quadruped.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2016-06-social-robot-jackrabbot-pedestrian-behavior.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2018-07-liquid-metal-high-voltage-battery.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/medical/ultrafast-acting-insulin-diabetes-stanford/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/ultrafast-acting-insulin-diabetes-stanford/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/ultrafast-acting-insulin-diabetes-stanford/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/medical/ultrafast-acting-insulin-diabetes-stanford/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
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How to detect the daughter atom of a neutrinoless double beta decay 

ByDIPC   

A new fluorescent bicolour indicator, an organic molecule, could help detect the daughter atom of a 

neutrinoless double beta decay. If this is achieved, there would be an explanation to the matter-anti matter 

asymmetry in the universe. 

 

Experiments performed in 1909 by Geiger and Marsden, also called Rutherford gold foil experiment because 

Rutherford was their supervisor, led to the discovery of nuclear structure in the atom: the nucleus of the atom 

is its central core and contains most of its mass and the nucleus is positively charged. Further research during 

the next decades showed that the nucleus consists of particles called nucleons. Nucleons can be either 

neutrons, with no electric charge, or protons with a positive electric charge. The total number of nucleons is 

usually called A, and the number of protons is called Z. The simplest nucleus is that of hydrogen with just one 

nucleon, a proton. 

Thus, in a standard stable nucleus we have some neutrons and protons (summing up A nucleons), and its 

electric charge is equal to the number of protons, Z. 

But not all nuclei are stable. Some are radioactive, meaning that some kind of decomposition takes place with 

the net result that there is a change in the nature of the nucleus and that some radiation, in many cases in the 

form of particles, is emitted. 

One of this radioactive processes is called beta decay. There are three varieties of beta decay but we are 

interested in what follows only in the so-called negative double beta decay, because one of particles issued is 

an electron. In this case, two neutrons are transformed into two protons: A is constant but Z has increased in 

two, yielding a different chemical element, so-called daughter element and an electron. But it is not that easy. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/25/how-to-detect-the-daughter-atom-of-a-neutrinoless-double-beta-decay/#author
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geiger%E2%80%93Marsden_experiment
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When you try to balance the energy before and after the transformation you find there is a lack of energy in 

the products. Because the conservation of energy is the closest to a dogma there is in physics, Wolfgang Pauli 

postulated in 1930 that there should exist a tiny neutral particle that would account for the missing energy. He 

called this particle the neutrino and its existence was confirmed experimentally for good in 1956. 

Now, you can ask about the properties of these neutrinos. Some of them have answers already. We now know 

that there are three classes of neutrinos, and a neutrino can change among them. We also know that neutrinos 

have no charge, that they move very close to the speed of light and that they have a non-zero mass, only that 

we do not know exactly how much, though. But there is another question which is much more difficult to 

answer and with important implications. 

Are neutrinos Majorana particles? 

Particles usually have antiparticles. Antiparticles have the same mass as the particle it takes the name from 

but the opposite values of a different property. In the case of the electron, its antiparticle, the antielectron or 

positron, has the same mass but a positive charge. In the case of the neutron, the antineutron has the same 

mass but an opposite-sign magnetic moment relative to its spin. What about neutrinos? We simply do not 

know yet. There could be an antineutrino with the same mass but different chirality the neutrino has. If this is 

the case, in negative beta decay the particle emitted together with the electron would be an antineutrino. 

If neutrinos are like ‘normal’ particles, the so-called Dirac particles, then they differ from their antiparticles. 

But there is also the possibility that the neutrino is its own antiparticle, and then they would be so-called 

Majorana particles. 

But, wait a minute. We know that when particle and antiparticle meet they annihilate. So, if neutrinos are their 

own antiparticle, in a negative beta decay process, for every pair of atoms we may have two antineutrino-

neutrino that would annihilate, and the overall process would be neutrinoless. In this annihilation more energy 

would be produced, and this peak of energy should be detectable in the kinetic energy distribution of the 

electrons emitted. 

Concluding that the neutrino is a Majorana particle would be really a turning point in our understanding of the 

universe. It would mean the non-conservation of a magnitude called the leptonic number, one of the key 

characteristics in a fermion, meaning that there would be an explanation to the matter-anti matter asymmetry: 

the creation of slightly different amounts of matter and antimatter in the Big Bang that, once annihilation 

finished, left a small amount of standard matter that we call our observable universe. Nobel-Prize-worth stuff. 

Detecting a neutrinoless double beta decay 

Hence, observation of the neutrinoless double beta decay is the only practical way to establish that neutrinos 

are their own antiparticles. But, because of the small masses of neutrinos, the lifetime of neutrinoless double 

beta decay is expected to be at least ten orders of magnitude greater than the typical lifetimes of natural 

radioactive chains, which can mimic the experimental signature of neutrinoless double beta decay. Therefore, 

the most robust identification of neutrinoless double beta decay requires the definition of a signature signal—

such as the observation of the daughter atom in the decay—that cannot be generated by radioactive 

backgrounds, as well as excellent energy resolution. 
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All double beta experiments are built with ultrapure materials, operate in underground laboratories (to 

mitigate the impact of cosmic rays) and are protected by massive, ultrapure shields. These strategies reduce 

the ambient background by many orders of magnitude, but putative neutrinoless double beta decay events 

must still be extracted against tens of millions of spurious interactions. 

Double beta decay experiments have been searching for neutrinoless events in several isotopes for more than 

half a century, without finding clear evidence of a signal so far. The current best lower limit on the lifetime of 

the neutrinoless double beta decay processes has been obtained for an isotope of xenon, 136Xe. In this case the 

daughter atom is an isotope of barium, 136Ba2+, the whole process being 136Xe → 136Ba2++ 2e– + 2 neutrinos. It 

seems only logical that the implementation of a robust Ba2+ detection technique would lead to a positive 

identification of a neutrinoless double beta decay candidate. This was proposed back in 1991 and has been 

extensively investigated for the past two decades. 
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Design and synthesis of a family of fluorescent bicolour indicators. 

Now, a team of researchers proposes 1 a fluorescent bicolour indicator as the core of a sensor that can detect 

single Ba2+ ions in a high-pressure xenon gas detector. 

A molecule with a response to optical stimulation that changes when it forms a supramolecular complex with 

a specific ion is a fluorescent indicator, and ions non-covalently bound in this way to molecules are generally 

referred to as being chelated. 

The new indicator is designed (see figure) to bind strongly to Ba2+ and to shine very brightly when complexed 

with it. The emission spectrum of the chelated indicator is considerably blue-shifted with respect to the 

unchelated species, allowing an additional discrimination of almost two orders of magnitude. 

In a sensor made of a monolayer of such indicators, Ba2+ would be captured by one of the molecules. The 

presence of such a single Ba2+-coordinated indicator would be revealed by its response to repeated 

interrogation with a laser system, enabling the development of a sensor able to detect single Ba2+ ions in high-

pressure xenon gas detectors for barium-tagging experiments. 

The proof of concept was done experimentally by sublimating barium perchlorate (Ba(ClO4)2) on fluorescent 

bicolour indicator molecules deposited on a silica pellet and interrogating the indicators using two-photon 

absorption microscopy. This is the first time that the formation of a Ba2+ supramolecular complex in a dry 

medium is demonstrated. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 
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DIPC 

 

Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

 Website 

 @DIPCehu 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/25/how-to-detect-the-daughter-atom-of-a-neutrinoless-double-beta-

decay/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28

Mapping+Ignorance%29 

  

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
http://dipc.ehu.es/
https://twitter.com/DIPCehu
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/25/how-to-detect-the-daughter-atom-of-a-neutrinoless-double-beta-decay/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/25/how-to-detect-the-daughter-atom-of-a-neutrinoless-double-beta-decay/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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Monsoon 
by Eduardo C. Corral 

Issue no. 228 (Spring 2019) 

from Portuguese monção; from Arabic mawsim, “season”; from wasama, “to mark, brand” 

Scores 

               of scorpions 

                                 honey-bright 

scorpions 

                  twist counter- 

                                       clockwise  

around my body 

                                    saw-toothed 

pincers shred 

                  my jeans & shirt 

                                          when I’m stripped 

completely 

                  all but two 

                                       scorpions  

stop clattering 

                  they scramble up 

                                       my left arm 

& shoulder 

                  press tack- 

                                       sharp legs  

against the arteries 

                  in my neck 

                                       I slowly reach 

for them 

                     expect a few 

                                          bloody sparks 

but instead 

                  of scorpions 

                                       my thumb 

troubles 

                  two warm letters 

                                       initials 

his initials 

               the scorpions 

                                       rattle 

twist clock- 

                  wise this time 

                                       saw-toothed 

pincers cut 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=21cdcbf7c5&e=d538c8f2e0
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                  into my skin 

                                       I refuse 

I refuse 

                  to speak his name 

                                       the scorpions 

honey-bright 

                  come to a halt 

                                    raise their tails  

a bead of poison 

               glints on the tip 

                                    of each stinger  

the small bones 

                  in my tongue 

                                          break 

it starts 

                     to rain 

  

Poem borrows language from La Maravilla, by Alfredo Véa Jr. 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not  … 

 explore more of The Paris Review archive in our Author Index, featuring each of the 

thousands of writers we’ve published over our sixty-seven-year history? 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=21cdcbf7c5&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bcd44edee0&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=21cdcbf7c5&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=21cdcbf7c5&e=d538c8f2e0
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Hamlet and His Problems 

by T.S. Eliot 

 

Hamlet and His Problems (1921) was first published in Eliot's collection, The Sacred Wood and Major 

Early Essays. You might like to read the source material, the play, while you're at it, Shakespeare's Hamlet 

 

FEW critics 

have even admitted that Hamlet the play is the primary problem, and Hamlet the character only secondary. 

And Hamlet the character has had an especial temptation for that most dangerous type of critic: the critic with 

a mind which is naturally of the creative order, but which through some weakness in creative power exercises 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ts-eliot
https://americanliterature.com/author/william-shakespeare/play/hamlet/summary
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itself in criticism instead. These minds often find in Hamlet a vicarious existence for their own artistic 

realization. Such a mind had Goethe, who made of Hamlet a Werther; and such had Coleridge, who made of 

Hamlet a Coleridge; and probably neither of these men in writing about Hamlet remembered that his first 

business was to study a work of art. The kind of criticism that Goethe and Coleridge produced, in writing of 

Hamlet, is the most misleading kind possible. For they both possessed unquestionable critical insight, and 

both make their critical aberrations the more plausible by the substitution—of their own Hamlet for 

Shakespeare’s—which their creative gift effects. We should be thankful that Walter Pater did not fix his 

attention on this play. 

Two recent writers, Mr. J. M. Robertson and Professor Stoll of the University of Minnesota, have issued small 

books which can be praised for moving in the other direction. Mr. Stoll performs a service in recalling to our 

attention the labours of the critics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, observing that: 

they knew less about psychology than more recent Hamlet critics,  

but they were nearer in spirit to Shakespeare’s art; and as they insisted  

on the importance of the effect of the whole rather than on the importance  

of the leading character, they were nearer, in their old-fashioned way,  

to the secret of dramatic art in general. 

Qua work of art, the work of art cannot be interpreted; there is nothing to interpret; we can only criticize it 

according to standards, in comparison to other works of art; and for “interpretation” the chief task is the 

presentation of relevant historical facts which the reader is not assumed to know. Mr. Robertson points out, 

very pertinently, how critics have failed in their “interpretation” of Hamlet by ignoring what ought to be very 

obvious: that Hamlet is a stratification, that it represents the efforts of a series of men, each making what he 

could out of the work of his predecessors. The Hamlet of Shakespeare will appear to us very differently if, 

instead of treating the whole action of the play as due to Shakespeare’s design, we perceive his Hamlet to be 

superposed upon much cruder material which persists even in the final form. 

We know that there was an older play by Thomas Kyd, that extraordinary dramatic (if not poetic) genius who 

was in all probability the author of two plays so dissimilar as the Spanish Tragedy and Arden of Feversham; 

and what this play was like we can guess from three clues: from the Spanish Tragedy itself, from the tale of 

Belleforest upon which Kyd’s Hamlet must have been based, and from a version acted in Germany in 

Shakespeare’s lifetime which bears strong evidence of having been adapted from the earlier, not from the 

later, play. From these three sources it is clear that in the earlier play the motive was a revenge-motive simply; 

that the action or delay is caused, as in the Spanish Tragedy, solely by the difficulty of assassinating a 

monarch surrounded by guards; and that the “madness” of Hamlet was feigned in order to escape suspicion, 

and successfully. In the final play of Shakespeare, on the other hand, there is a motive which is more 

important than that of revenge, and which explicitly “blunts” the latter; the delay in revenge is unexplained on 

grounds of necessity or expediency; and the effect of the “madness” is not to lull but to arouse the king’s 

suspicion. The alteration is not complete enough, however, to be convincing. Furthermore, there are verbal 

parallels so close to the Spanish Tragedy as to leave no doubt that in places Shakespeare was merely revising 
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the text of Kyd. And finally there are unexplained scenes—the Polonius-Laertes and the Polonius-Reynaldo 

scenes—for which there is little excuse; these scenes are not in the verse style of Kyd, and not beyond doubt 

in the style of Shakespeare. These Mr. Robertson believes to be scenes in the original play of Kyd reworked 

by a third hand, perhaps Chapman, before Shakespeare touched the play. And he concludes, with very strong 

show of reason, that the original play of Kyd was, like certain other revenge plays, in two parts of five acts 

each. The upshot of Mr. Robertson’s examination is, we believe, irrefragable: that Shakespeare’s Hamlet, so 

far as it is Shakespeare’s, is a play dealing with the effect of a mother’s guilt upon her son, and that 

Shakespeare was unable to impose this motive successfully upon the “intractable” material of the old play. 

Of the intractability there can be no doubt. So far from being Shakespeare’s masterpiece, the play is most 

certainly an artistic failure. In several ways the play is puzzling, and disquieting as is none of the others. Of all 

the plays it is the longest and is possibly the one on which Shakespeare spent most pains; and yet he has left 

in it superfluous and inconsistent scenes which even hasty revision should have noticed. The versification is 

variable. Lines like: 

Look, the morn, in russet mantle clad, 

Walks o’er the dew of yon high eastern hill, 

are of the Shakespeare of Romeo and Juliet. 

The lines in Act v. sc. ii.: 

Sir, in my heart there was a kind of fighting 

That would not let me sleep… 

Up from my cabin, 

My sea-gown scarf’d about me, in the dark 

Grop’d I to find out them: had my desire; 

Finger’d their packet; 

are of his quite mature. Both workmanship and thought are in an unstable condition. We are surely justified in 

attributing the play, with that other profoundly interesting play of “intractable” material and astonishing 

versification, Measure for Measure, to a period of crisis, after which follow the tragic successes which 

culminate in Coriolanus. Coriolanus may be not as “interesting” as Hamlet, but it is, with Antony and 

Cleopatra, Shakespeare’s most assured artistic success. And probably more people have thought Hamlet a 

work of art because they found it interesting, than have found it interesting because it is a work of art. It is the 

“Mona Lisa” of literature. 
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The grounds of Hamlet’s failure are not immediately obvious. Mr. Robertson is undoubtedly correct in 

concluding that the essential emotion of the play is the feeling of a son towards a guilty mother: 

[Hamlet’s] tone is that of one who has suffered tortures  

on the score of his mother’s degradation.…  

The guilt of a mother is an almost intolerable motive for drama, 

 but it had to be maintained and emphasized to supply a  

psychological solution, or rather a hint of one. 

This, however, is by no means the whole story. It is not merely the “guilt of a mother” that cannot be handled 

as Shakespeare handled the suspicion of Othello, the infatuation of Antony, or the pride of Coriolanus. The 

subject might conceivably have expanded into a tragedy like these, intelligible, self-complete, in the sunlight. 

Hamlet, like the sonnets, is full of some stuff that the writer could not drag to light, contemplate, or 

manipulate into art. And when we search for this feeling, we find it, as in the sonnets, very difficult to 

localize. You cannot point to it in the speeches; indeed, if you examine the two famous soliloquies you see the 

versification of Shakespeare, but a content which might be claimed by another, perhaps by the author of the 

Revenge of Bussy d’ Ambois, Act v. sc. i. We find Shakespeare’s Hamlet not in the action, not in any 

quotations that we might select, so much as in an unmistakable tone which is unmistakably not in the earlier 

play. 

The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an “objective correlative”; in other words, 

a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that 

when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately 

evoked. If you examine any of Shakespeare’s more successful tragedies, you will find this exact equivalence; 

you will find that the state of mind of Lady Macbeth walking in her sleep has been communicated to you by a 

skilful accumulation of imagined sensory impressions; the words of Macbeth on hearing of his wife’s death 

strike us as if, given the sequence of events, these words were automatically released by the last event in the 

series. The artistic “inevitability” lies in this complete adequacy of the external to the emotion; and this is 

precisely what is deficient in Hamlet. Hamlet (the man) is dominated by an emotion which is inexpressible, 

because it is in excess of the facts as they appear. And the supposed identity of Hamlet with his author is 

genuine to this point: that Hamlet’s bafflement at the absence of objective equivalent to his feelings is a 

prolongation of the bafflement of his creator in the face of his artistic problem. Hamlet is up against the 

difficulty that his disgust is occasioned by his mother, but that his mother is not an adequate equivalent for it; 

his disgust envelops and exceeds her. It is thus a feeling which he cannot understand; he cannot objectify it, 

and it therefore remains to poison life and obstruct action. None of the possible actions can satisfy it; and 

nothing that Shakespeare can do with the plot can express Hamlet for him. And it must be noticed that the 

very nature of the données of the problem precludes objective equivalence. To have heightened the 

criminality of Gertrude would have been to provide the formula for a totally different emotion in Hamlet; it is 

just because her character is so negative and insignificant that she arouses in Hamlet the feeling which she is 

incapable of representing. 
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The “madness” of Hamlet lay to Shakespeare’s hand; in the earlier play a simple ruse, and to the end, we may 

presume, understood as a ruse by the audience. For Shakespeare it is less than madness and more than 

feigned. The levity of Hamlet, his repetition of phrase, his puns, are not part of a deliberate plan of 

dissimulation, but a form of emotional relief. In the character Hamlet it is the buffoonery of an emotion which 

can find no outlet in action; in the dramatist it is the buffoonery of an emotion which he cannot express in art. 

The intense feeling, ecstatic or terrible, without an object or exceeding its object, is something which every 

person of sensibility has known; it is doubtless a study to pathologists. It often occurs in adolescence: the 

ordinary person puts these feelings to sleep, or trims down his feeling to fit the business world; the artist 

keeps it alive by his ability to intensify the world to his emotions. The Hamlet of Laforgue is an adolescent; 

the Hamlet of Shakespeare is not, he has not that explanation and excuse. We must simply admit that here 

Shakespeare tackled a problem which proved too much for him. Why he attempted it at all is an insoluble 

puzzle; under compulsion of what experience he attempted to express the inexpressibly horrible, we cannot 

ever know. We need a great many facts in his biography; and we should like to know whether, and when, and 

after or at the same time as what personal experience, he read Montaigne, II. xii., Apologie de Raimond 

Sebond. We should have, finally, to know something which is by hypothesis unknowable, for we assume it to 

be an experience which, in the manner indicated, exceeded the facts. We should have to understand things 

which Shakespeare did not understand himself. 

 

Note 1. I have never, by the way, seen a cogent refutation of Thomas Rymer’s objections to Othello. [back] 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ts-eliot/essay/hamlet-and-his-problems 
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Exposed core of ancient gas giant discovered orbiting Sun-like star 

By Anthony Wood 

 

Artist's impression of the exposed core being bathed in radiation from its parent star 

University of Warwick/Mark Garlick 

Astronomers have discovered the intact, exposed core of a gas giant locked in a close orbit around a Sun-like 

star. The discovery will give astronomers a rare opportunity to probe the heart of an ancient alien world, and 

their findings could tell us more about what lies at the heart of the gas giants in our own solar system, 

including Jupiter and Saturn. 

The core was discovered by NASA’s Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS), which is designed to 

observe a vast swathe of the night sky and look out for the tiny dips in starlight that occur as planets pass 

between the telescope and a distant star’s surface. 

https://newatlas.com/author/anthony-wood/
https://newatlas.com/tess-halfway-sky-survey/60785/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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TESS recorded one such fluctuation in a Sun-like star located some 730 light years from Earth. An analysis of 

the data revealed that the star was being orbited very closely by an object – now designated TOI 849 b – 

which was roughly the size of the planet Neptune in our own solar system. 

According to the team, TOI 849 b is so close to its star that it completes an orbit once every 18 hours. Along 

with giving the strange object an incredibly short year, the tight orbit would bombard TOI 849 b with an 

overabundance of radiation from its parent star, resulting in a surface temperature of around 1,800 K. 

The stellar companion was found to orbit in what is known as the Neptunian desert, a region of space 

surrounding a star where, based on current models, astronomers would not expect to find worlds larger than 

Neptune. 

Following the initial discovery, the astronomers used the HARPS instrument – mounted on the European 

Southern Observatory’s 3.6-m telescope located in the Chilean Atacama desert – to conduct follow up 

observations. HARPS is capable of accurately tracking minute wobbles in the motion of an exoplanet as it 

orbits a star. These wobbles are manifested as slight shifts in the planet’s light signature – which is called a 

spectrum – created as the object moves slightly closer to, and farther away from the watching telescope. 

From the HARPS data, it was possible to calculate the mass of TOI 849 b. Once combined with 

measurements taken of the planet’s size, the researchers were able to estimate its density, and from that make 

a best guess of what that world is made of. 

TOI 849 b was found to have a mass the equivalent to roughly 40 Earths, however it only had the radius 3.4 

times that of our Blue Marble. Therefore, it had to be extremely dense, suggesting that it mostly comprises 

iron, rock and water, and very little of the relatively light elements hydrogen and helium. 

This is strange, as an object like TOI 849 b would be expected to accrue large amounts of hydrogen and 

helium during the planetary formation process. Put simply, it should be a gas giant akin to Jupiter in our home 

solar system. 

A combination of the absence of the expected gasses, the dense makeup of the alien world and its tight orbit 

led the researchers to conclude that TOI 849 b was nothing less than an exposed planetary core. 

The team then sought to determine the scenarios that could have created the unusual system. To this end the 

researchers fed their data into a scientific model known as the Bern Model of Planet Formation and Evolution. 

The Bern model takes into account a range of processes known to be pivotal in the development and evolution 

of planets, such as the behavior of accretion disks from which they are known to coalesce, and how young 

planetary body gravitationally interact with each other. 

Two possible scenarios were put forth to explain the events leading to the discovery of the exposed core. 

https://newatlas.com/hubble-neptune-dark-spot/44016/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/hubble-neptune-dark-spot/44016/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/harps-discovers-new-exoplanets/19808/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/gallery-photograph-earth-from-space/50704/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Accretion_disk#:~:text=An%20accretion%20disk%20is%20a,inward%20towards%20the%20central%20body.
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It is possible that the object was indeed once similar to Jupiter, and that it subsequently had its vast gaseous 

envelope depleted. Intense levels of stellar radiation could have stripped large amounts of material from the 

surface of the gas giant, blasting it into space. 

However, this would not have accounted for the entirety of a gas giant’s atmosphere. There would also have 

had to have been a dramatic collision with another planetary body sometime in the distant past, or the planet 

could have been seriously disrupted upon passing too close to its parent star. 

Alternatively, TOI 849 b may simply be a failed gas giant. In this scenario, the core of a gas giant successfully 

formed in the star’s accretion disk, but for one reason or another, it was unable to accrue the massive amounts 

of hydrogen and helium needed to become a Jupiter-like body. 

This could be because the primordial disk was disrupted in some way, leaving gaps that prevented a young 

TOI 849 b from grabbing material. On the other hand the core could simply have formed when the disk was 

already exhausted, and there was simply not enough material to complete the creation process. 

Regardless of how it came to be, the discovery of TOI 849 b has given astronomers a rare chance to observe 

the exposed core of an alien world. This in turn could grant insights into the formation of our own solar 

system, and what lies beneath the swirling hypnotic surfaces of Saturn and Jupiter. 

The author’s of the paper don’t yet empirically know the composition of TOI 849 b. However, future 

observations may solve that mystery, as any gasses detected forming a thin atmosphere around the core would 

have to have emanated from within the tortured body. Therefore sniffing out the composition of atmospheric 

gasses would tell scientists what the core is made of. 

The paper has been published in the journal Nature. 

Source: University of Warwick 

We recommend 

1. Freenome, ADC Therapeutics Sign Biomarker Development Deal 

Precision Oncology News, 2019 

2. Simulating the stars at exascale requires HIP solutions 

by Rachel Harken et al., TechXplore.com 

3. Bosch unveils smart virtual sun visor for cars at tech show 

TechXplore.com 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2421-7
https://warwick.ac.uk/newsandevents/pressreleases/first_exposed_planetary
https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/business-news/freenome-adc-therapeutics-sign-biomarker-development-deal?utm_campaign=TMD_PON&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_source=TrendMD
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-03-simulating-stars-exascale-requires-hip.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-01-bosch-unveils-smart-virtual-sun.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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1. On-the-fly filtering system improves weather sat image alignment 

by Chris Lee et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Q&A: Labceutics' Jordan Clark on Industry, FDA Gap on Rx/Dx Codevelopment Principles 

Precision Oncology News, 2017 

3. Researcher: Data on 267 million Facebook users exposed 

by Frank Bajak, TechXplore.com 

 

Anthony Wood 

Anthony is a UK-based writer and recent law school graduate who also has a degree in Ancient History, for 

some reason or another, and a passion for anything do to with space. 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/exposed-gas-giant-core-

discovered/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-

92970593 

  

https://techxplore.com/news/2020-04-on-the-fly-filtering-weather-sat-image.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://www.precisiononcologynews.com/molecular-diagnostics/qa-labceutics-jordan-clark-industry-fda-gap-rxdx-codevelopment-principles?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-12-million-facebook-users-exposed.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/author/anthony-wood/
https://newatlas.com/space/exposed-gas-giant-core-discovered/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/space/exposed-gas-giant-core-discovered/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/space/exposed-gas-giant-core-discovered/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/space/exposed-gas-giant-core-discovered/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/author/anthony-wood/
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Unforgetting a Forgotten Pioneer: How the 19th-Century Sculptor Edmonia Lewis Blazed the Path for 

Women of Color in the Fine Arts 

On talent, violence, visibility, and the world-shifting power of women helping women. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

This essay is excerpted from Figuring. 

When the nineteenth-century sculptor Harriet Hosmer 

was blazing the way for women in art while living as an openly queer person in Rome, she took special care 

to use her visibility as a platform for making others visible, her success as an opportunity-broadening 

instrument for the success of others. The pioneering astronomer Maria Mitchell, who was doing for women in 

science what Hosmer was doing in art and who met the sculptor while visiting Rome as America’s first 

international scientific celebrity, recounted that “if there came to any struggling artist in Rome the need of a 

friend, — and of the thousand artists in Rome very few are successful, — Harriet Hosmer was that friend.” 

One of the young artists Hosmer took under her friendly wing was the sculptor Edmonia Lewis (July 4, 

1844–September 17, 1907) — the daughter of a Cherokee mother and a black father. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/27/harriet-hosmer-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
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Edmonia Lewis 
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After growing up among Native Americans, Lewis had attended Oberlin College — not only the first 

university to admit women, but the first to admit women of ethnic minorities. But the university was no 

unbigoted idyll — when two white classmates became ill after sharing spiced wine served by Lewis, they 

accused her of poisoning them, even though she herself had drunk the wine without harm. Word spread 

beyond the liberal Oberlin campus. One evening, as Lewis was walking home from class by herself, she was 

attacked and forced into an open field, where she was brutally beaten and left for dead. Having barely 

survived, she — rather than her assailants — was arrested, an analog across the centuries to the same warping 

of justice that had befallen Medusa and Beatrice Cenci, the mytho-historical figures which Hosmer had 

sculpted into the masterpieces that made her famous. 

Lewis was charged with poisoning her classmates on evidence as logically consistent and factually 

compelling as that on which Johannes Kepler’s mother had been tried for witchcraft. A prominent black 

lawyer, himself an Oberlin alumnus, defended her successfully—she was exonerated and eventually moved to 

Boston, where she studied with a successful sculptor before following in Hosmer’s footsteps and moving to 

Rome in her early thirties, at the same age that Hosmer had migrated there fifteen years earlier. 

From Rome, Lewis wrote to her friend Lydia Maria Child — one of the era’s most politically wakeful public 

voices, who had championed the young Hosmer when she had been Lewis’s age: 

A Boston lady took me to Miss Hosmer’s studio. It would have done your heart good to see what a welcome I 

received. She took my hand cordially, and said, “Oh, Miss Lewis, I am glad to see you here!” and then, while 

she still held my hand, there flowed such a neat little speech from her true lips!… Miss Hosmer has since 

called on me, and we often meet. 

Lewis went on to become the nineteenth century’s only African American artist of mainstream recognition. In 

1876, her 3,015- pound marble sculpture The Death of Cleopatra — a pinnacle of beauty and tragedy in a 

daring direct portrayal of unglamorized death — became a crowning curio at the first official World’s Fair in 

America, lauded as the most remarkable piece in the American section of the exhibition. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-dream/
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Edmonia Lewis: Death of Cleopatra (Smithsonian Institution) 

Complement with Gwendolyn Brooks — the first black writer to win the Pulitzer Prize, at the age Lewis was 

when she moved to Rome — on vulnerability as strength, then revisit the wondrous illustrated story of 

Wangari Maathai — the first African woman to win the Nobel Prize for her courageous endeavor to plant a 

million trees as an act of resistance and empowerment. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/06/10/edmonia-lewis/?mc_cid=e965f9da61&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/19/gwendolyn-brooks-advice-winnie/
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/2020/06/10/edmonia-lewis/?mc_cid=e965f9da61&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Shenzhen rehab center topped by tree-packed therapeutic garden 

By Adam Williams 

Rehabilitation Center Shenzhen is expected to be completed in 2023 

Stefano Boeri Architetti 

Following an architecture competition, Stefano Boeri Architetti has been commissioned to design a 

rehabilitation center for people with disabilities. Located in Shenzhen, China, the project will be covered in 

plants and trees, and will feature therapeutic gardens for folks receiving care. 

Rehabilitation Center Shenzhen will be located in the city's Longhua district and will be arranged around a 

large open courtyard. Its rooftop areas will host different plants and trees, including some local species found 

in an adjacent park. It will also be the largest such center in China, according to Stefano Boeri Architetti, 

though we have no word on its actual size at this early stage. 

 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/tirana-riverside-stefano-boeri-architetti/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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The building's interior will be home to a pilot project supporting people with different types of disabilities 

aged from 16 to 60. It will offer a range of activities, such as rehabilitation, training, recreational and artistic 

events, education, and a museum. A sports center is planned and a therapeutic roof garden with native plant 

species will also be available. Accessibility is naturally an important focus with this one too. 

"Our project opens up a new perspective on the architecture of large rehabilitation centers," says the firm's 

founder, Stefano Boeri. "This is firstly because it perceives the concept of motor and/or cognitive disability 

not as an example of fragility suffered by a minority of people but as a condition that is common to us all, 

even if only during one phase of our life. Secondly, it offers an idea of total accessibility to spaces and 

rehabilitation services and thirdly because in recognizing the extraordinary therapeutic quality of greenery and 

nature, it offers an astonishing amount of accessible green and open spaces dedicated to all different styles of 

rehabilitation." 

Rehabilitation Center Shenzhen will support people with disabilities aged 16 to 60 

 

Stefano Boeri Architetti 

Rehabilitation Center Shenzhen will feature some sustainable additions too. Rainwater will be collected and 

used for watering the plants and trees and the building will be partially cooled with natural ventilation. 

Additionally, the firm does also make mention of "advanced renewable energy production systems" and we 

can expect more details on this as the project progresses. 

The project is expected to be completed in 2023. 
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Source: Stefano Boeri Architetti 

We recommend 

1. 'SlothBot in the Garden' demonstrates hyper-efficient conservation robot 

by Georgia Institute of Technology, TechXplore.com 

2. Offshore teaching in chronic disease management: The Monash-Shenzhen experience 

Leon Piterman et al., Family Medicine and Community Health, 2018 

3. Comparison of general practice residents’ attitudes and perceptions about training in two 

programmes in China: a mixed methods survey 

Siqing Lian et al., Family Medicine and Community Health, 2019 

1. 'Slothbot' takes a leisurely approach to environmental monitoring 

by Georgia Institute of Technology, TechXplore.com 

https://www.stefanoboeriarchitetti.net/
https://techxplore.com/news/2020-06-slothbot-garden-hyper-efficient-robot.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://fmch.bmj.com/content/6/1/10?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://fmch.bmj.com/content/7/4/e000238?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://fmch.bmj.com/content/7/4/e000238?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-05-slothbot-leisurely-approach-environmental.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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2. General practice training in China: A multimodal experiential program provided by Australian 

educators 

Grant Blashki et al., Family Medicine and Community Health, 2018 

3. Cutting-edge robot makes short work of gardening chores 

by University of Edinburgh, TechXplore.com 

 

Adam Williams 

Adam scours the globe from his home in Spain in order to bring the best of innovative architecture and 

sustainable design to the pages of New Atlas. Most of his spare time is spent dabbling in music, tinkering with 

old Macintosh computers and trying to keep his even older VW bus on the road. 

 

https://newatlas.com/architecture/stefano-boeri-rehabilitation-center-

shenzhen/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-

92970593 

  

https://fmch.bmj.com/content/6/1/14?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://fmch.bmj.com/content/6/1/14?utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=usage&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-10-cutting-edge-robot-short-gardening-chores.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
https://newatlas.com/architecture/stefano-boeri-rehabilitation-center-shenzhen/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/stefano-boeri-rehabilitation-center-shenzhen/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/stefano-boeri-rehabilitation-center-shenzhen/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/architecture/stefano-boeri-rehabilitation-center-shenzhen/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=39bad7015c-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_07_02_08_19&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-39bad7015c-92970593
https://newatlas.com/author/adam-williams/
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Unpresidented 

Fintan O’Toole 

Tom Brenner/Reuters 

Donald Trump walking past riot police in Lafayette Park during protests following the police killing of 

George Floyd, Washington, D.C., June 2020 

In “The Jesting of Arlington Stringham,” a story by Saki (H.H. Munro), the eponymous politician in a 

debate on the Foreign Office in the House of Commons remarks that “the people of Crete 

unfortunately make more history than they can consume locally.” The United States is experiencing the 

same excess. More outrage is being perpetrated and felt than can be contained within the existing frame 

of institutions and discourses. The image of things bubbling over, of energies and emotions that can no 

longer be enclosed, is physically manifest on the streets, as those who have been privately confined for 

so many weeks spill out into the public realm. But what there is too much of is not just present 

injustice. There is a superabundance of the unresolved past. 

This sudden enlargement of the public sphere is a response to Donald Trump’s mastery of belittlement. 

For all his logorrheic meanderings and florid hyperbole, Trump’s method is essentially reductionist, 

with mocking nicknames (“Crooked Hillary”), three-word slogans (“Lock her up!”), and an entire 

presidency predicated on four letters: MAGA. It is ironic that, on May 29, just as protests at the killing 

of George Floyd four days before were spilling out from Minneapolis and spreading nationwide, 

Trump achieved peak concision with a one-word Tweet that contained what was supposed to be his 

entire strategy for reelection: “CHINA!” While the country he misgoverns was boiling over, Trump 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/fintan-otoole/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/otoole_072320-1.jpg
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was still boiling down. The American crisis could, he evidently still believed, be reduced to this distillate 

of foreign perfidy. 

A central feature of Trump’s practice of malign minimalism is the erasure of American history. It is 

not just that his own ignorance (exposed, for example, in his suggestion in February 2017 that 

Frederick Douglass was still alive) seems almost total. It is that Trump is obsessed with a pseudo-

history in which the past exists only as prelude to his own greatness and to the unique evil of his 

enemies. In the days after George Floyd’s death, Trump tweeted repeatedly about history: “The 

Greatest Political Crime In the History of the U.S., the Russian Witch-Hunt”; “the greatest political, 

criminal, and subversive scandal in USA history”; “Our Country has just suffered through the greatest 

political crime in its history.” He twice tweeted versions of a quote from Fox News host Lou Dobbs 

describing Trump himself as “arguably the greatest president in our history” and “Absolutely 100% 

the greatest President in history.” And he claimed that “My Admin has done more for the Black 

Community than any President since Abraham Lincoln.” 

In this demented solipsism, the entire American past is shrink-fitted so that it hugs Trump’s own ample 

figure, cleaving both to his greatness and to his victimhood as an object of unparalleled persecution. 

The immediate backdrop for this obliteration of history is the catastrophic failure of Trump’s 

administration to control the spread of the coronavirus. A word Trump has repeatedly used to 

characterize both the crisis itself and his allegedly brilliant response to it is “unprecedented.” (He used 

it twice, for example, in his address to the nation on the pandemic on March 11.) The virus must exist 

in a temporal vacuum. Nothing like this has ever happened before, so how can Trump be blamed for 

not being prepared? There is no history of pandemics. 

In the world of Trump and the Republican Party, history itself is in lockdown, securely contained and 

distanced from any threat of infection by reality. Yet the terrible power of the video of George Floyd’s 

killing lies not just in its almost unbearable brutality. It is in its double sense of temporality. It is 

measured out in minutes and seconds and in cries: the eight minutes and forty-six seconds that Derek 

Chauvin has his knee on Floyd’s neck, the sixteen times that Floyd says, “I can’t breathe.” But it is also 

measured out in centuries. It is the opposite of “unprecedented.” It exists in that excessive history that 

is produced over and over without ever being fully consumed, the violence against black people that 

changes its methods but not its intimate, bodily reality. It is just one more strange fruit on the hanging 

tree whose roots lie deep in the soil of slavery. As Mary Tyrone puts it in Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s 

Journey into Night, “The past is the present, isn’t it? It’s the future, too. We all try to lie out of that but 

life won’t let us.” 

And death won’t let us either. The slow, public killing of George Floyd gave the lie to Trump’s 

attenuation of American history to a tale of his own pain and glory. In December 2016 Trump 

misspelled “unprecedented” as “unpresidented.” The far too precedented act of violence against Floyd, 

coming the day after the official US coronavirus death toll passed 100,000, found America disastrously 

unpresidented, led by a man who can acknowledge the deaths of his compatriots neither en masse nor 

one by one. Trump described that grim 100,000 number as a “milestone,” a word he had previously 

used in conjunction with “historic” to hail his alleged achievements: the number of right-wing judges 

he had appointed, stock market gains, rises in employment. Tombstones, milestones—all timeless 

monuments to his own unprecedented self. 
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Any vaguely conscious American can understand George Floyd’s death not just as an event that 

happened but as something happening again and again. In Trumpworld, however, any 

acknowledgment of historical patterns can express itself only as a burlesque. Thus, in explaining 

Trump’s authorization of a violent attack on peaceful, law-abiding protesters outside the White House 

on Lafayette Square to clear the way for his Bible-toting photo opportunity at St. John’s Church, his 

press secretary, Kayleigh McEnany, suggested that history was indeed repeating itself across time: 

Through all of time, we’ve seen presidents and leaders across the world who have had leadership 

moments and very powerful symbols that were important for our nation to see at any given time to 

show a message of resilience and determination. Like Churchill, we saw him inspecting the bombing 

damage and it sent a powerful message of leadership to the British people. 

While most of the world could see in the choking of George Floyd a historic recurrence that is all too 

real, Trump’s enablers produced an unconscious parody. In this fantastical travesty, Trump’s assault 

on the bodies and the rights of his fellow citizens echoes Churchill’s rallying of a people under assault 

from Nazis. A bizarre performance in which the leader is kept away from his citizens by armed force is 

a replay of Churchill’s mingling with bombed-out Londoners. An act of extreme and literal division 

(Trump cannot share space with the protesters) was foreshadowed by a British leader’s show of unified 

national purpose. To adapt Karl Marx, this is history repeating itself, the first time as calming 

reassurance, the second as disgrace under pressure. 

There is a single prism through which McEnany’s analogy with London during the Blitz is not entirely 

inane: Trump’s desire to make the Black Lives Matter protests substitute for the one thing his 

presidency has lacked—his very own war. Lincoln and Churchill are evoked because they are the 

archetypes of wartime leaders. After the protests began Trump’s barely latent lust for armed conflict 

surfaced with extraordinary rapidity, with the president instructing governors in the imperative for 

“overwhelming force” and “domination” over the enemy citizenry and conjuring “vicious dogs” and 

“ominous weapons.” Defense Secretary Mark Esper defined the streets of US cities as the 

“battlespace.” 

One of Trump’s closest congressional allies, Senator Tom Cotton from Arkansas, tweeted that the 

protesters should face not just combat troops on those streets but death from the skies: “Let’s see how 

tough these Antifa terrorists are when they’re facing off with the 101st Airborne Division,” a unit 

whose official mission statement is to provide “our Nation an unmatched expeditionary Air Assault 

capability.” Presumably worried that an expeditionary air assault might not seem sufficiently tough for 

Trump, Cotton then drew up his own battle order: “And, if necessary, the 10th Mountain, 82nd 

Airborne, 1st Cav, 3rd Infantry—whatever it takes to restore order. No quarter for insurrectionists, 

anarchists, rioters, and looters.” 

These threats were not mere bloviation: seven hundred soldiers from the 82nd Airborne were in fact 

summoned to Washington. The face of war showed itself on the streets, not just in the legions of heavily 

armed men in uniform but in the low-flying helicopters and sand-colored Humvees. These machines 

themselves have a history, evoking in turn America’s wars in Vietnam and Iraq. The resonances are 

rather apt. This militaristic response from Trump and the Republicans is, of course, too much—

outrageously in excess of any actual threat, even from the violent fringe of overwhelmingly peaceful 

demonstrations. For what constitutes this moment is a kind of overkill. It brings together the historical 
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surfeits of three wars. The US has engaged in many armed conflicts, but three of them have never 

ended: the Civil War, the Vietnam War, and the so-called war on terror. Their toxic residues flow from 

different directions into the current breakdown of the American polity. 

Donald Trump; drawing by John Springs 

 

https://shop.nybooks.com/products/donald-trump-2035
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The unfinished business of the Civil War is the most obvious, shaping as it does both George Floyd’s 

death and the reaction to it. His killing is just one more episode in the unending consequence of the 

shredding, in the aftermath of the Civil War, of the promise of equality for black Americans. It is still, 

all too recognizably, an act of counterrevolutionary violence. It can be understood only as an outcome 

of the way, after the abolition of slavery, “dominance” was transferred from the plantations to black 

rural communities and urban neighborhoods. It signifies a fact that has not fundamentally changed 

since the defeat of Reconstruction: black people can be subjected, usually with impunity, to arbitrary 

aggression. George Floyd does not, like the man who was his president, have imaginary historical 

heroes—Lincoln, Churchill—behind him. He has unarmed men, women, and children shot by police 

and white civilians, lynched, incarcerated en masse, reminded by purposeful terror of their physical 

and social “place.” 

It is striking that the US currently has a president who, so far as we know, has never even read the 

constitutional amendments (the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth) that emerged from the Civil War. 

His sometime aide Sam Nunberg told Michael Wolff of being given the job, early in the 2016 

presidential campaign, of teaching Trump about the Constitution: “I got as far as the Fourth 

Amendment before his finger is pulling down on his lip and his eyes are rolling back in his head.” 

Trump’s knowledge of the Civil War itself can be gauged from his claim in May 2017 that Andrew 

Jackson (who died sixteen years before it began) “was really angry that he saw what was happening in 

regard to the Civil War.” This week his preemptive and heavily stage-managed announcement that 

army bases named in honor of Confederate generals would keep those designations showed how much 

he fears that even the idea of engaging with the meaning of the war might create anxiety among his 

base. His understanding of racism was best expressed in November 2018 when the PBS News Hour 

reporter Yamiche Alcindor, who is African-American, asked him about his apparent embrace of white 

nationalism: “I don’t know why you’d say that. Such a racist question.” 

This turning of racism inside-out—the black woman is being racist when she asks a white president 

about white nationalism—may be absurd but it is not casual. It is fully congruent with the supremacist 

claim that whites are the real victims of racism. In this regard, it’s worth recalling one of Trump’s 

earliest direct political interventions. His full-page ads in The New York Times, The Daily News, The 

New York Post, and New York Newsday in May 1989, headed “Bring Back the Death Penalty. Bring 

Back Our Police!” marked the beginning of his idea of “American carnage.” Trump declared nothing 

less than “the complete breakdown of life as we knew it.” The prompt for this jeremiad was the 

appalling rape and attempted murder of a white woman who had been jogging in Central Park. Trump 

cited this outrage as evidence of the “dangerously permissive atmosphere which allows criminals of 

every age to beat and rape a helpless woman.” Five young men—four African-American, one Latino—

were wrongfully convicted of the crime. 

The assault in this instance was all too real, but the framing of black men for the alleged rape of white 

women is inextricably woven into the pattern of lynching. Trump may not know much history, but he 

surely knew the racial resonance of his demand that the guilty men should be physically abused and 

killed: 

I want to hate these muggers and murderers. They should be forced to suffer and, when they kill, they 

should be executed for their crimes. They must serve as examples so that others will think long and 

hard before committing a crime or an act of violence. 
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This rhetoric had its own dark history. Trump was not explicit, but he did not need to be: the rape of a 

white woman leads properly to the killing of black men (whose guilt does not need to be established) as 

an example to the rest. 

Particularly relevant to the present crisis is the way the Central Park assault turned on the notion of 

racially motivated violence. There was no evidence whatever that the woman was attacked because she 

was white. But the idea was both irresistible and highly politicized. In the same issue of The New York 

Times that carried Trump’s ad, a column by Sam Roberts under the headline “Park Rampage and 

Mayor Race: Fear and Politics,” contemplated the impact of the case on the politics of a city that was 

about to elect its first black mayor, David Dinkins: 

To deny its possible political ramifications is to be blind to expressed fears and frustrations and to 

underlying, if often unspoken, references to race. 

Regardless of whether the brutal rape of a 28-year-old jogger is classified by the police as racially 

motivated, most New Yorkers don’t need to be reminded that the victim and her assailants happened to 

be of different races. 

It was in this context that Trump elaborated in his ad the underlying belief that shapes his attitude to 

the killing of George Floyd and other victims of police violence: society is breaking down because the 

police are not allowed to rough people up anymore: 

Let our politicians give back our police department’s power to keep us safe. Unshackle them from the 

constant chant of “police brutality” which every petty criminal hurls immediately at an officer who has 

just risked his or her life to save another’s. 

This continuity between the Trump of 1989 and the man in the White House in 2020 is also the return 

of the barely repressed. The complex of images on which he drew in this first big statement on domestic 

politics—white victimhood, rape, killing black men as an “example” to others, unshackling as a 

metaphor, not for the end of slavery but for the necessary violence of the police in defense of “life as we 

knew it” (with no doubt about who “we” are)—is the mental structure within which black men can be 

done to death by the police and white vigilantes. When people talk of Trump’s id, this is surely part of 

it. But it is also America’s id, and, through Trump, this putrid leftover from the unfinished Civil War 

has now reoccupied the seat of power. 

Which brings us to the second unfinished war, Vietnam, and its unprocessed consequence: the 

derangement of the US presidency. On June 2, Trump issued another of his minimalist tweets, which 

said in total: “SILENT MAJORITY!” The great predecessor he was summoning this time was not 

Lincoln or Churchill but Richard Nixon, who used the phrase in his televised address to the nation in 

November 1969. The speech was specifically about the Vietnam war, Nixon appealing to “the great 

silent majority of my fellow Americans” to stand with him against the antiwar movement. Trump’s 

own Silent Majority is neither a majority nor silent—his base is a very noisy minority. But his 

evocation of that speech is more meaningful than Trump can have consciously intended. For Nixon 

began the address by raising questions of truth and lies: 
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Many Americans have lost confidence in what their Government has told them about our policy. The 

American people cannot and should not be asked to support a policy which involves the overriding 

issues of war and peace unless they know the truth about that policy. 

That, though, is precisely what they were never permitted to know. The Vietnam War was conducted 

through a fog of lies. That sustained campaign of deception—of Congress and of citizens—broke 

something in the presidency itself. One of the most gifted politicians of the twentieth century, Lyndon 

Johnson, was shattered by it. Nixon, a formidable operator with a substantial domestic program and a 

wide popular base, ended up as a political racketeer, authorizing and covering up illegal dirty tricks 

against his opponents. Watergate was a side-effect of Vietnam. 

In 1974 James Mann, a conservative southern Democrat and a member of the committee of the House 

of Representatives that was considering the impeachment of Nixon for his role in Watergate, explained 

his support for that process: “If there be no accountability, another president will feel free to do as he 

chooses. But the next time there may be no watchman in the night.” There is now “another president” 

who feels “free to do as he chooses.” As Trump told a right-wing student rally in July 2019, “I have an 

Article 2 [of the Constitution], where I have the right to do whatever I want as president.” The great 

difference is that the watchman is now a willing accomplice. 

Nixon was forced out because Republican-appointed judges and Republican members of Congress 

joined with Democrats to reassert constitutional checks on the abuse of presidential power. Now the 

Republican Party is a wholly owned subsidiary of Trump Entertainment Resorts Inc. Trump’s wild 

response to the coronavirus disaster and to the Black Lives Matter protests must be seen in connection 

with the refusal of the Republican-controlled Senate even to go through the motions of a trial after his 

impeachment by the House. “Unshackled,” like he wished the cops to be, from any notion of 

accountability, Trump has also become unmoored from any relationship to reality. 

The Senate Republicans told him, in effect, that he can exercise power arbitrarily. Absolute power 

deranges absolutely. During the 2016 election campaign, Trump was asked about whom he consulted 

on foreign policy: “I’m speaking with myself, number one, because I have a very good brain. My 

primary consultant is myself.” Freed from any need to pretend that there is anyone else he might 

possibly need to talk to, Trump is now openly talking to himself in public. He is, often on live TV, 

communing with the voices in his head that tell him that he is a combination of Lincoln and Churchill, 

that coronavirus will suddenly vanish, that it can be cured by ingesting disinfectant, that Joe 

Scarborough is a murderer, that George Floyd is looking down on him and rejoicing. 

Here, too, there is that sense of a spilling over of history, of the madness that, with Nixon, was revealed 

to close confidantes in the White House and recorded on secret tapes, now parading itself naked before 

the world. And perhaps what defines this particular moment in America is its monstrous play on the 

idea of restraint. Citizens have a dizzying, sickening double vision. On one side of the screen, they see a 

show of violent restraint: George Floyd pinned down, trapped, immobilized to the point of paralysis 

while his life is squeezed out of him. The cry that echoes from the past through his voice and into the 

mouths of the protesters on the streets—“I can’t breathe!”—is the ultimate expression of the terror of 

absolute confinement. It was Eric Garner’s cry too, when he was dying in a policeman’s chokehold on 

Staten Island in 2014. What makes it so much more politically potent now is that on the other side of 
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the screen, there is the embodiment of absolute unrestraint, the president’s unchecked exhalation of 

hallucinatory gibberish. 

The third remnant of unfinished war is the runaway momentum of the war on terror. The arrival on 

the streets of American cities of troops and military vehicles camouflaged for desert warfare provides a 

stark image of domestication: the war on terror coming home from those hot, dusty places where it is 

supposed to be fought. Trump and the Republicans have consistently refused to confront or even name 

actual domestic terrorism, which comes mostly from the white supremacist far right that, as Trump 

notoriously claimed after the violence in Charlottesville in August 2017, includes some “very fine 

people.” Repeatedly asked then whether a neo-Nazi killing a young woman there was terrorism, Trump 

eventually answered: “You can call it terrorism. You can call it murder. You can call it whatever you 

want.… Because there is a question. Is it murder? Is it terrorism? And then you get into legal 

semantics.” 

Trump was right in one sense: the war on terror has always been a war of definition, and for every US 

administration since September 11, that power of definition is arbitrary. You can call “whatever you 

want” terrorism—or not. The semantics are the keys that unlock a vast array of state capacities, up to 

and including the right to kidnap and imprison people indefinitely without trial, to conduct summary 

executions, and to invade foreign countries and overthrow their governments. Authoritarian regimes 

abroad grasped this quickly—once you define your critics as “terrorists,” there is no need for even the 

pretense of due process. Conversely, if you refrain from using the word, those you approve of—for 

example, armed white men invading the Michigan state capitol—enjoy complete impunity. 

The Republicans wasted no time in exploiting that power of definition: they deliberately subverted the 

distinction between peaceful protesters and looters, and labeled them all terrorists. This was not merely 

an example of Trumpian hyperbole—the term was used by many senior Republicans including, most 

ominously, in a written statement of May 31, by Attorney General William Barr announcing that “to 

identify criminal organizers and instigators, and to coordinate federal resources with our state and 

local partners, federal law enforcement is using our existing network of 56 regional FBI Joint 

Terrorism Task Forces (JTTF).” 

Trump, however, extended the “terrorist” label, not just to “criminal organizers” of violence but also 

explicitly to the peaceful protesters who were assaulted with chemical sprays, rubber bullets, and flash 

bombs on Lafayette Square, to clear the way for his Bible-waving stunt at St. John’s Church. On June 

4 he tweeted a copy of a letter “from respected retired Marine and Super Star lawyer, John Dowd” 

with the instruction: “Read it!” Dowd, in this open letter of rebuke to the former defense secretary 

James Mattis for his criticism of Trump, claimed that “the phony protesters near Lafayette were not 

peaceful and are not real. They are terrorists using idle hate filled students to burn and destroy.” The 

logic is clear: the FBI’s terrorism task forces can and should use their sweeping powers and immense 

resources to investigate the protesters. 

And those protesters can also be assaulted on the streets by the police and by uniformed men who are 

not identified (either collectively or individually) and are therefore impossible to hold to account. In 

response to images showing police in Buffalo push over and seriously injure a seventy-five-year-old 

man, Martin Gugino, Trump tweeted that “Buffalo protester shoved by Police could be an ANTIFA 

provocateur.… Could be a set up?” Trump had already declared his intention to designate “ANTIFA 
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as a Terrorist Organization.” But since Antifa does not actually exist as an organization, anyone 

engaged in protest “could be” a terrorist. This possibility is enough to make every public opponent of 

Trump’s regime a legitimate target for state violence. If and when that assault happens, moreover, it is 

not real. The victim staged it. 

This is the final overflow from unfinished war. The word that once described Osama bin Laden and the 

killers of innocent Americans now extends to citizens protesting the killing of innocent fellow 

Americans. The concept that is not defined—terrorism—is not bounded. In particular it is not bounded 

by constitutional or democratic values. Trump, Barr, and the Republicans have cleared the way for a 

great homecoming: the war on terror, with all of its weapons for the mass destruction of legality, is 

being fully repatriated. 

All of these historical surpluses—the afterlives of slavery, of the deranged presidency, and of the threat 

of terrorism as permission to set aside legal and democratic rights—have raised the stakes in the 

present struggle. This mass of unresolved stuff is being forced toward some kind of resolution. That 

resolution can come in only one of two ways. What has come to the surface can be repressed again—but 

that repression will have to be enforced by methods that will also dismantle democracy. Trump’s boast 

that he can do whatever he wants will have to be institutionalized, made fully operational, and imposed 

by state violence. Or there will be a transformative wave of change. All of this unfinished business has 

made the United States semidemocratic, a half-and-half world in which ideals of equality, political 

accountability, and the rule of law exist alongside practices that make a daily mockery of those ideals. 

This half-life is ending—either the outward show of democracy is finished and authoritarianism 

triumphs, or the long-denied substance becomes real. The unconsumed past will either be faced and 

dealt with, or it will consume the American republic. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/07/23/trump-unpresident-unredeemed-promise/  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/07/23/trump-unpresident-unredeemed-promise/
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Pathogen reduction technologies and the shelf life of platelet concentrates 

MATHEMATICS • MEDICINE 

Platelets are used for cancer patients during chemo. They have a very short shelf life and regular donations are 

needed to keep people alive. Photo: ABC Hobart / Carol Rääbus 

Author: Mikel Lezaun is professor at the University of the Basque Country – UPV/EHU where he is director 

of the Mathematical Technology Transfer Group 

Production centers for blood components have the job of supplying hospitals with the products that they need 

in time and strive to discard as few units as possible due to outdating. In the case of platelet concentrates (PC) 

it is hard to meet these goals for several reasons. Their short shelf life (a maximum of five days, extendable to 

seven if a bacterial detection method is used or they are treated with a pathogen reduction technology) and 

growing demand due to an aging population and increasingly aggressive pharmacological treatments. 

Pathogen reduction technology (PRT) for PC first emerged at the end of the 20th century to increase protection 

against infection, since it inactivates viruses, parasites, and bacteria. This technique allows the shelf life of PC 

to be extended to seven days and can replace irradiation because it inactivates residual leucocytes. However, 

in spite of the studies published on it to date, its use is not yet widespread due to cost. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/mathematics/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/technology/medicine/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-24/bags-of-platelets/7050486?nw=0


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 533  september 2020 

 

127 

In this work 1, we study: 

1. The reduction in outdates when average shelf life is extended from five to seven days. 

2. The increase in the remaining average useful lifetime of PCs when they are dispatched to hospitals. 

3. The effect of distributing treatment across different weekly patterns of production days when, for 

budgetary reasons, only part of the PCs can be treated. 

The reduction in outdates brought about by extending the shelf life of PC from five days to seven is estimated 

using a mathematical simulation. Two production centers in Spain are considered: the CVTTH (Basque 

Centre for Transfusions and Human Tissue) and the BSTA (Aragon Blood & Tissue Bank). The CVTTH 

produces 11.500 PCs per annum and the BSTA 6.200. Each is the only production center in its region. 

Both centers produce PCs on only five days each week (Monday to Friday at the CVTTH and Tuesday to 

Saturday at the BSTA). In CVTTH, orders produced on one day are incorporated into stocks for shipment to 

hospitals the next day with an age of one day, except in the case of those produced on a Friday, which go into 

stocks on the following Monday with three days. The main difference of the BSTA with the CVTTH is that 

does not carry out bacterial cultures, so units whose production are ordered from Tuesday to Friday can be 

sent to hospitals on the same day of their production, with an age of one day. The units produced on a 

Saturday become available as stock on Monday, because the laboratory does not run the relevant tests over 

the weekend. 

In both scenarios, the model parameters are calculated using the demand data at the BSTA in 2016, taking 

advantage of the fact that the demand of each of day of the week fits into a normal distribution. Once the 

models are defined, they are applied to the real data of demand at BSTA from hospitals in 2017. This result in 

values for the number of outdates, the minimum daily stock, and the average remaining shelf life of PC sent to 

hospitals. 

As usual in inventory systems, which are regularly reviewed, an order-up-to production policy is used. This 

consists of setting an order-up-to value for each day of the week. Once demand for the day has been met, an 

order is placed for the production of sufficient PC to reach the order-up-to value of the day. The order-up-to 

value is where and are the mean and the standard deviation of the demand to be covered by the order and k is 

constant used to increase the safety stock. For supplies a FIFO (first in, first out) policy is assumed. 

The models are implemented on an easy-to-use Excel spreadsheet. The procedure entails calculating 

production day by day throughout the year, in line with the demand to be met. Implementation is immediate. 

The results are very similar in the two centers. 

Days of treating % PCs treated Outdate % Min. stock Average remaining lifetime 

in days 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/06/17/pathogen-reduction-technologies-and-the-shelf-life-of-platelet-concentrates/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6937-1
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Mon to Fri 100% 0,27% 10 3,23 

Mon to Fri 45% 0,48% 10 2,17 

Mon to Wed 3,77% 4 2,46 

Thu and Fri 1,26% 10 2,21 

Mon to Fri 25% 1,29% 10 1,77 

Mon to Wed 3,94% 8 1,99 

Thu and Fri 1,26% 10 1,76 

Mon to Fri 12% 2,40% 10 1,64 

Mon to Wed 4,09% 8 1,78 

Thu and Fri 1,65% 10 1,57 

Mon to Fri 6% 3,55% 10 1,58 

Mon to Wed 4,26% 8 1,66 

Thu and Fri 2,75% 10 1,52 

Mon to Fri 0% 4,54% 8 1,55 
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This table shows the results obtained for the whole year in the CVTTH with on Monday, Tuesday and 

Wednesday and on Thursday and Friday. The “Min. stock” column shows the minimum daily stock obtained 

over the whole year. The “Average remaining lifetime in days” shows the mean remaining lifetime of PCs 

when they are sent to hospitals. The percentage indicates the annual percentage of PC treated. The days of the 

week indicate on which days the treatments are carried out. In those days, not all PCs have to be treated, only 

those that correspond to them to obtain the defined annual percentage. 

The results show that a 2-day extension in the shelf life of PC results in drastic reductions in outdates at the 

production centers analyzed. In fact, if all the PCs produced are treated, expiration is reduced from a 4,54% 

until almost a 0%. In addition, the average remaining lifetime of PCs increases by two days. 

It may be the case for budgetary reasons that only part of the PCs produced can be treated. This being so, we 

show that if the proportion treated per annum exceeds 25% the best option is to treat part of the output every 

day, otherwise, it is preferable to concentrate treatment on the last two production days of the week. 
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A Rose for Emily 

by William Faulkner 

 

A Rose for Emily appeared in the April 30, 1930 issue of The Forum. It was Faulkner's first publication in a 

journal with a national subscription base, this one having a Southern focus. The setting for the story is 

Jefferson, Mississippi, in Yoknapatawpha County. As with most of Faulkner's short stories and novels, the city 

and county are fictional locations. 

 

I 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-faulkner
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WHEN Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral: the men through a sort of respectful 

affection for a fallen monument, the women mostly out of curiosity to see the inside of her house, which no 

one save an old man-servant--a combined gardener and cook--had seen in at least ten years. 

It was a big, squarish frame house that had once been white, decorated with cupolas and spires and scrolled 

balconies in the heavily lightsome style of the seventies, set on what had once been our most select street. But 

garages and cotton gins had encroached and obliterated even the august names of that neighborhood; only 

Miss Emily's house was left, lifting its stubborn and coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the 

gasoline pumps-an eyesore among eyesores. And now Miss Emily had gone to join the representatives of 

those august names where they lay in the cedar-bemused cemetery among the ranked and anonymous graves 

of Union and Confederate soldiers who fell at the battle of Jefferson. 

Alive, Miss Emily had been a tradition, a duty, and a care; a sort of hereditary obligation upon the town, 

dating from that day in 1894 when Colonel Sartoris, the mayor--he who fathered the edict that no Negro 

woman should appear on the streets without an apron-remitted her taxes, the dispensation dating from the 

death of her father on into perpetuity. Not that Miss Emily would have accepted charity. Colonel Sartoris 

invented an involved tale to the effect that Miss Emily's father had loaned money to the town, which the town, 

as a matter of business, preferred this way of repaying. Only a man of Colonel Sartoris' generation and 

thought could have invented it, and only a woman could have believed it. 

When the next generation, with its more modern ideas, became mayors and aldermen, this arrangement 

created some little dissatisfaction. On the first of the year they mailed her a tax notice. February came, and 

there was no reply. They wrote her a formal letter, asking her to call at the sheriff's office at her convenience. 

A week later the mayor wrote her himself, offering to call or to send his car for her, and received in reply a 

note on paper of an archaic shape, in a thin, flowing calligraphy in faded ink, to the effect that she no longer 

went out at all. The tax notice was also enclosed, without comment. 

They called a special meeting of the Board of Aldermen. A deputation waited upon her, knocked at the door 

through which no visitor had passed since she ceased giving china-painting lessons eight or ten years earlier. 

They were admitted by the old Negro into a dim hall from which a stairway mounted into still more shadow. 

It smelled of dust and disuse--a close, dank smell. The Negro led them into the parlor. It was furnished in 

heavy, leather-covered furniture. When the Negro opened the blinds of one window, they could see that the 

leather was cracked; and when they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spinning with 

slow motes in the single sun-ray. On a tarnished gilt easel before the fireplace stood a crayon portrait of Miss 

Emily's father. 

They rose when she entered--a small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending to her waist and 

vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony cane with a tarnished gold head. Her skeleton was small and 

spare; perhaps that was why what would have been merely plumpness in another was obesity in her. She 

looked bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, and of that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the 

fatty ridges of her face, looked like two small pieces of coal pressed into a lump of dough as they moved from 

one face to another while the visitors stated their errand. 

She did not ask them to sit. She just stood in the door and listened quietly until the spokesman came to a 

stumbling halt. Then they could hear the invisible watch ticking at the end of the gold chain. 
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Her voice was dry and cold. "I have no taxes in Jefferson. Colonel Sartoris explained it to me. Perhaps one of 

you can gain access to the city records and satisfy yourselves." 

"But we have. We are the city authorities, Miss Emily. Didn't you get a notice from the sheriff, signed by 

him?" 

"I received a paper, yes," Miss Emily said. "Perhaps he considers himself the sheriff . . . I have no taxes in 

Jefferson." 

"But there is nothing on the books to show that, you see We must go by the--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris. I have no taxes in Jefferson." 

"But, Miss Emily--" 

"See Colonel Sartoris." (Colonel Sartoris had been dead almost ten years.) "I have no taxes in Jefferson. 

Tobe!" The Negro appeared. "Show these gentlemen out." 

II 

So SHE vanquished them, horse and foot, just as she had vanquished their fathers thirty years before about the 

smell. 

That was two years after her father's death and a short time after her sweetheart--the one we believed would 

marry her --had deserted her. After her father's death she went out very little; after her sweetheart went away, 

people hardly saw her at all. A few of the ladies had the temerity to call, but were not received, and the only 

sign of life about the place was the Negro man--a young man then--going in and out with a market basket. 

"Just as if a man--any man--could keep a kitchen properly, "the ladies said; so they were not surprised when 

the smell developed. It was another link between the gross, teeming world and the high and mighty Griersons. 

A neighbor, a woman, complained to the mayor, Judge Stevens, eighty years old. 

"But what will you have me do about it, madam?" he said. 

"Why, send her word to stop it," the woman said. "Isn't there a law? " 

"I'm sure that won't be necessary," Judge Stevens said. "It's probably just a snake or a rat that n----- of hers 

killed in the yard. I'll speak to him about it." 

The next day he received two more complaints, one from a man who came in diffident deprecation. "We 

really must do something about it, Judge. I'd be the last one in the world to bother Miss Emily, but we've got 
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to do something." That night the Board of Aldermen met--three graybeards and one younger man, a member 

of the rising generation. 

"It's simple enough," he said. "Send her word to have her place cleaned up. Give her a certain time to do it in, 

and if she don't. .." 

"Dammit, sir," Judge Stevens said, "will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?" 

So the next night, after midnight, four men crossed Miss Emily's lawn and slunk about the house like 

burglars, sniffing along the base of the brickwork and at the cellar openings while one of them performed a 

regular sowing motion with his hand out of a sack slung from his shoulder. They broke open the cellar door 

and sprinkled lime there, and in all the outbuildings. As they recrossed the lawn, a window that had been dark 

was lighted and Miss Emily sat in it, the light behind her, and her upright torso motionless as that of an idol. 

They crept quietly across the lawn and into the shadow of the locusts that lined the street. After a week or two 

the smell went away. 

That was when people had begun to feel really sorry for her. People in our town, remembering how old lady 

Wyatt, her great-aunt, had gone completely crazy at last, believed that the Griersons held themselves a little 

too high for what they really were. None of the young men were quite good enough for Miss Emily and such. 

We had long thought of them as a tableau, Miss Emily a slender figure in white in the background, her father 

a spraddled silhouette in the foreground, his back to her and clutching a horsewhip, the two of them framed by 

the back-flung front door. So when she got to be thirty and was still single, we were not pleased exactly, but 

vindicated; even with insanity in the family she wouldn't have turned down all of her chances if they had 

really materialized. 

When her father died, it got about that the house was all that was left to her; and in a way, people were glad. 

At last they could pity Miss Emily. Being left alone, and a pauper, she had become humanized. Now she too 

would know the old thrill and the old despair of a penny more or less. 

The day after his death all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer condolence and aid, as is our 

custom Miss Emily met them at the door, dressed as usual and with no trace of grief on her face. She told 

them that her father was not dead. She did that for three days, with the ministers calling on her, and the 

doctors, trying to persuade her to let them dispose of the body. Just as they were about to resort to law and 

force, she broke down, and they buried her father quickly. 

We did not say she was crazy then. We believed she had to do that. We remembered all the young men her 

father had driven away, and we knew that with nothing left, she would have to cling to that which had robbed 

her, as people will. 

III 

SHE WAS SICK for a long time. When we saw her again, her hair was cut short, making her look like a girl, 

with a vague resemblance to those angels in colored church windows--sort of tragic and serene. 
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The town had just let the contracts for paving the sidewalks, and in the summer after her father's death they 

began the work. The construction company came with n------s and mules and machinery, and a foreman 

named Homer Barron, a Yankee--a big, dark, ready man, with a big voice and eyes lighter than his face. The 

little boys would follow in groups to hear him cuss the n-----s, and the n-----s singing in time to the rise and 

fall of picks. Pretty soon he knew everybody in town. Whenever you heard a lot of laughing anywhere about 

the square, Homer Barron would be in the center of the group. Presently we began to see him and Miss Emily 

on Sunday afternoons driving in the yellow-wheeled buggy and the matched team of bays from the livery 

stable. 

At first we were glad that Miss Emily would have an interest, because the ladies all said, "Of course a 

Grierson would not think seriously of a Northerner, a day laborer." But there were still others, older people, 

who said that even grief could not cause a real lady to forget noblesse oblige -- without calling it noblesse 

oblige. They just said, "Poor Emily. Her kinsfolk should come to her." She had some kin in Alabama; but 

years ago her father had fallen out with them over the estate of old lady Wyatt, the crazy woman, and there 

was no communication between the two families. They had not even been represented at the funeral. And as 

soon as the old people said, "Poor Emily," the whispering began. "Do you suppose it's really so?" they said to 

one another. "Of course it is. What else could . . ." This behind their hands; rustling of craned silk and satin 

behind jalousies closed upon the sun of Sunday afternoon as the thin, swift clop-clop-clop of the matched 

team passed: "Poor Emily." 

She carried her head high enough--even when we believed that she was fallen. It was as if she demanded 

more than ever the recognition of her dignity as the last Grierson; as if it had wanted that touch of earthiness 

to reaffirm her imperviousness. Like when she bought the rat poison, the arsenic. That was over a year after 

they had begun to say "Poor Emily," and while the two female cousins were visiting her. 

"I want some poison," she said to the druggist. She was over thirty then, still a slight woman, though thinner 

than usual, with cold, haughty black eyes in a face the flesh of which was strained across the temples and 

about the eyesockets as you imagine a lighthouse-keeper's face ought to look. "I want some poison," she said. 

"Yes, Miss Emily. What kind? For rats and such? I'd recom--" 

"I want the best you have. I don't care what kind." 

The druggist named several. "They'll kill anything up to an elephant. But what you want is--" 

"Arsenic," Miss Emily said. "Is that a good one?" 

"Is . . . arsenic? Yes, ma'am. But what you want--" 

"I want arsenic." 

The druggist looked down at her. She looked back at him, erect, her face like a strained flag. "Why, of 

course," the druggist said. "If that's what you want. But the law requires you to tell what you are going to use 

it for." 
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Miss Emily just stared at him, her head tilted back in order to look him eye for eye, until he looked away and 

went and got the arsenic and wrapped it up. The Negro delivery boy brought her the package; the druggist 

didn't come back. When she opened the package at home there was written on the box, under the skull and 

bones: "For rats." 

IV 

So THE NEXT day we all said, "She will kill herself"; and we said it would be the best thing. When she had 

first begun to be seen with Homer Barron, we had said, "She will marry him." Then we said, "She will 

persuade him yet," because Homer himself had remarked--he liked men, and it was known that he drank with 

the younger men in the Elks' Club--that he was not a marrying man. Later we said, "Poor Emily" behind the 

jalousies as they passed on Sunday afternoon in the glittering buggy, Miss Emily with her head high and 

Homer Barron with his hat cocked and a cigar in his teeth, reins and whip in a yellow glove. 

Then some of the ladies began to say that it was a disgrace to the town and a bad example to the young 

people. The men did not want to interfere, but at last the ladies forced the Baptist minister--Miss Emily's 

people were Episcopal-- to call upon her. He would never divulge what happened during that interview, but 

he refused to go back again. The next Sunday they again drove about the streets, and the following day the 

minister's wife wrote to Miss Emily's relations in Alabama. 

So she had blood-kin under her roof again and we sat back to watch developments. At first nothing happened. 

Then we were sure that they were to be married. We learned that Miss Emily had been to the jeweler's and 

ordered a man's toilet set in silver, with the letters H. B. on each piece. Two days later we learned that she had 

bought a complete outfit of men's clothing, including a nightshirt, and we said, "They are married." We were 

really glad. We were glad because the two female cousins were even more Grierson than Miss Emily had ever 

been. 

So we were not surprised when Homer Barron--the streets had been finished some time since--was gone. We 

were a little disappointed that there was not a public blowing-off, but we believed that he had gone on to 

prepare for Miss Emily's coming, or to give her a chance to get rid of the cousins. (By that time it was a cabal, 

and we were all Miss Emily's allies to help circumvent the cousins.) Sure enough, after another week they 

departed. And, as we had expected all along, within three days Homer Barron was back in town. A neighbor 

saw the Negro man admit him at the kitchen door at dusk one evening. 

And that was the last we saw of Homer Barron. And of Miss Emily for some time. The Negro man went in 

and out with the market basket, but the front door remained closed. Now and then we would see her at a 

window for a moment, as the men did that night when they sprinkled the lime, but for almost six months she 

did not appear on the streets. Then we knew that this was to be expected too; as if that quality of her father 

which had thwarted her woman's life so many times had been too virulent and too furious to die. 

When we next saw Miss Emily, she had grown fat and her hair was turning gray. During the next few years it 

grew grayer and grayer until it attained an even pepper-and-salt iron-gray, when it ceased turning. Up to the 

day of her death at seventy-four it was still that vigorous iron-gray, like the hair of an active man. 
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From that time on her front door remained closed, save for a period of six or seven years, when she was about 

forty, during which she gave lessons in china-painting. She fitted up a studio in one of the downstairs rooms, 

where the daughters and granddaughters of Colonel Sartoris' contemporaries were sent to her with the same 

regularity and in the same spirit that they were sent to church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the 

collection plate. Meanwhile her taxes had been remitted. 

Then the newer generation became the backbone and the spirit of the town, and the painting pupils grew up 

and fell away and did not send their children to her with boxes of color and tedious brushes and pictures cut 

from the ladies' magazines. The front door closed upon the last one and remained closed for good. When the 

town got free postal delivery, Miss Emily alone refused to let them fasten the metal numbers above her door 

and attach a mailbox to it. She would not listen to them. 

Daily, monthly, yearly we watched the Negro grow grayer and more stooped, going in and out with the 

market basket. Each December we sent her a tax notice, which would be returned by the post office a week 

later, unclaimed. Now and then we would see her in one of the downstairs windows--she had evidently shut 

up the top floor of the house--like the carven torso of an idol in a niche, looking or not looking at us, we could 

never tell which. Thus she passed from generation to generation--dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and 

perverse. 

And so she died. Fell ill in the house filled with dust and shadows, with only a doddering Negro man to wait 

on her. We did not even know she was sick; we had long since given up trying to get any information from 

the Negro 

He talked to no one, probably not even to her, for his voice had grown harsh and rusty, as if from disuse. 

She died in one of the downstairs rooms, in a heavy walnut bed with a curtain, her gray head propped on a 

pillow yellow and moldy with age and lack of sunlight. 

V 

THE NEGRO met the first of the ladies at the front door and let them in, with their hushed, sibilant voices and 

their quick, curious glances, and then he disappeared. He walked right through the house and out the back and 

was not seen again. 

The two female cousins came at once. They held the funeral on the second day, with the town coming to look 

at Miss Emily beneath a mass of bought flowers, with the crayon face of her father musing profoundly above 

the bier and the ladies sibilant and macabre; and the very old men --some in their brushed Confederate 

uniforms--on the porch and the lawn, talking of Miss Emily as if she had been a contemporary of theirs, 

believing that they had danced with her and courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical 

progression, as the old do, to whom all the past is not a diminishing road but, instead, a huge meadow which 

no winter ever quite touches, divided from them now by the narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of 

years. 
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Already we knew that there was one room in that region above stairs which no one had seen in forty years, 

and which would have to be forced. They waited until Miss Emily was decently in the ground before they 

opened it. 

The violence of breaking down the door seemed to fill this room with pervading dust. A thin, acrid pall as of 

the tomb seemed to lie everywhere upon this room decked and furnished as for a bridal: upon the valance 

curtains of faded rose color, upon the rose-shaded lights, upon the dressing table, upon the delicate array of 

crystal and the man's toilet things backed with tarnished silver, silver so tarnished that the monogram was 

obscured. Among them lay a collar and tie, as if they had just been removed, which, lifted, left upon the 

surface a pale crescent in the dust. Upon a chair hung the suit, carefully folded; beneath it the two mute shoes 

and the discarded socks. 

The man himself lay in the bed. 

For a long while we just stood there, looking down at the profound and fleshless grin. The body had 

apparently once lain in the attitude of an embrace, but now the long sleep that outlasts love, that conquers 

even the grimace of love, had cuckolded him. What was left of him, rotted beneath what was left of the 

nightshirt, had become inextricable from the bed in which he lay; and upon him and upon the pillow beside 

him lay that even coating of the patient and biding dust. 

Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head. One of us lifted something from it, 

and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-

gray hair. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-faulkner/short-story/a-rose-for-emily 
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World-first 3D bionic eye could enable superhuman sight, night vision 

By Michael Irving 

 

A new bionic eye called the Electrochemical Eye (EC-Eye) resembles the real thing 

HKUST 

The human eye is an incredibly complex piece of equipment, so it’s no wonder that we’ve had a hard time 

reverse engineering it. Now, researchers have unveiled the world’s first 3D artificial eye, which can not only 

outperform other devices but has the potential to see better than the real thing. 

Bionic eyes are emerging as a way to restore vision to people who have lost their sight, and possibly even 

those that never had it to begin with. Currently the most advanced versions are those from companies 

like Bionic Vision Australia and Second Sight, which have both already been implanted into patients. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/bva-bionic-eye-prototype-implant/23920/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/argus-ii-bionic-eye-transplant-dry-amd/38576/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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Both of these devices take the same basic form, starting with a pair of glasses with a camera in the center. The 

data from that is processed by a small unit worn outside the body, then sent to an implant on the user’s retina. 

From there, the signals are transmitted to the visual centers of the brain. 

And they work. Users have reported being able to see flashes of light again, for the first time in years. 

Unfortunately, this vision isn’t clear enough for them to rely on to navigate the world, and other studies have 

shown that these kinds of bionic eyes might produce streaky images and are too slow to capture fast 

movements. 

But this new device could herald a huge improvement. A team led by scientists at the Hong Kong University 

of Science and Technology (HKUST) has developed what they call the Electrochemical Eye (EC-Eye). 

 

A cross section of the makeup of the Electrochemical Eye (EC-Eye) 

HKUST 

Rather than using a two-dimensional image sensor like a camera, the EC-Eye is modeled after a real retina 

with a concave curve. This surface is studded with an array of tiny light sensors designed to mimic the 

photoreceptors on a human retina. These sensors are then attached to a bundle of wires made of liquid metal, 

which act as the optic nerve. 

The team tested the EC-Eye and showed that it can already capture images relatively clearly. It was set up in 

front of a computer screen displaying large individual letters, and it was able to display them clearly enough 

to be read. 

https://newatlas.com/bionic-sight-simulation/38823/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/science/world-first-3d-bionic-eye/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=cdec0e3e26-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_06_13_11_09&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-cdec0e3e26-92970593#gallery:2
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Although it’s a huge improvement over existing bionic eye designs, the EC-Eye’s vision still falls far short of 

a natural human eye. But, the team says, this might not be the case forever. The technology has the potential 

to outshine the real thing, by using a denser array of sensors and attaching each sensor to an individual 

nanowire. The team even says that using other materials in different parts of the EC-Eye could bestow users 

with higher sensitivity to infrared – essentially, night vision. 

Of course, there’s still plenty of work to do in future, but the EC-Eye looks promising. 

The research was published in the journal Nature. The device can be seen nailing its eye test in the video 

below. 

Electrochemical Eye (EC-eye) 電化學仿生眼 sensing images 

Source: HKUST 

We recommend 

1. 3-D displays that 'accommodate' the human eye 

by Rick Chang et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Dimenco no-glasses 3D TV offer goes live on Kickstarter 

by Nancy Owano et al., TechXplore.com 

3. Filmmakers to get thrill-ride scenes with IMAX 3D digital camera 

by Nancy Owano et al., TechXplore.com 

1. Reflections in the eye contain identifiable faces 

by Lisa Zyga et al., TechXplore.com 

2. Snap releasing new Spectacles that capture 3-D images 

TechXplore.com 

3. Holoflex—World's first holographic flexible smartphone (w/ Video) 

by Queen's University, TechXplore.com 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-2285-x
http://www.ust.hk/news/research-and-innovation/hkust-scientists-develop-worlds-first-spherical-artificial-eye-3d
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-01-d-accommodate-human-eye.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2014-05-dimenco-no-glasses-3d-tv-kickstarter.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2014-06-filmmakers-thrill-ride-scenes-imax-3d.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2014-01-eye.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2019-08-snap-spectacles-capture-d-images.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
https://techxplore.com/news/2016-05-holoflexworld-holographic-flexible-smartphone-video.html?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=TechXplore.com_TrendMD_1
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Michael Irving 

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

universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing and several years experience under his belt, he 

joined New Atlas as a staff writer in 2016. 

 

https://newatlas.com/science/world-first-3d-bionic-
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On the Resolute Nihilism of a True End Times Classic 

Liam Pieper Rereads Nevil Shute's On the Beach 

By Liam Pieper 

 

It was summer, and most of Australia was on fire. Seasonal bushfires have always been part of Australian life, 

but never like those that rang in 2020. Fire fronts met in regions so remote humans rarely visited, and roared 

towards cities, so hot they created their own weather systems and electrical storms, which in turn sparked 

more fires. Rainforests that had stood for millennia burned so fiercely that the microflora in the ground was 

sterilized, rural towns were obliterated, and cities were choked in smoke. 

Naval warships were called in to evacuate towns in the path of the fires. Around the world, news media 

published indelible images of children sheltering on the beach while their homes burned in the background, of 

a baby kangaroo tangled in a barbed-wire fence barbecued. Dozens of people died—with many more deaths 

attributed to smoke which blanketed much of the country. 

In my hometown of Melbourne, the streets emptied out, the towering Art Deco facades of buildings along the 

bustling high street faded behind a grey miasma. It was extraordinary, unprecedented. But also strangely 

familiar. It was a scene uncannily preempted by Nevil Shute’s 1957 science-fiction classic, On the Beach. 

The book opens about two years after a nuclear holocaust, in which rival superpowers have destroyed much 

of the northern hemisphere in a “short, bewildering war … of which no history had been written or would 

ever be written now.” Fallout is drifting steadily south on the wind, and radiation poisoning is killing 

everyone in its path. 

https://lithub.com/author/liampieper/
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The book centers on a handful of Australians—a naval officer, his wife, their friend, an alcoholic party girl 

from a wealthy pastoral family, and an American submarine officer who escaped the initial cataclysm—as 

they wait to die in Melbourne, on the southern reach of Australia and one of the last major cities the radiation 

will reach. The central characters wait, and listen to radio news reports of northern cities “going dark” one by 

one. 

A reconnaissance trip to the devastated US in hope of a solution proves pointless, and after that there is very 

little plot. A widowed US naval officer considers an affair with an Australian woman and decides against it. 

People party, dance a little, listen to records, and go to movies. 

With nothing to do but wait for the radiation to reach them, the Australian population must decide what to do 

with their remaining time on earth. Most opt to drink themselves to death. 

I’d never read anything quite like it or imagined a storyteller could get away with such unremitting gloom. 

The government’s final act of stewardship is to dispense suicide pills for each citizen, and the final scenes are 

a montage of the characters we have gotten to know euthanizing themselves, their loved ones, their pets, and 

their infants. There is just nothing to be done in the face of what will happen. This is a book without villains, 

without antagonists, without conflict. 

It’s a strange, dark novel—no plot and all coda, an exercise in sustained melancholy. When I first read it as a 

sci-fi obsessed teenager, it was a revelation. 

I couldn’t believe Melbourne, my suburban enclave which seemed so staid and boring and insignificant was 

the subject of such a book. I’d never read anything quite like it or imagined a storyteller could get away with 

such unremitting gloom. 

Up until that point, my idea of an imagined future was informed by Star Trek, the fever dream of a 

polyamorous LA traffic cop turned show-runner who imagined a better future where everybody obeyed the 

rules and wore sensible onesies. In Star Trek, there was nothing that couldn’t be solved in half an hour 

through expositional dialogue and essential decency. 

But here was a book that offered neither optimism, nor the dense action and world building of pulp. There 

was almost no world building at all—just the world as it was, ending. I’d never encountered such naked 

nihilism in speculative fiction before, or any fiction, really. Reading it for the first time in that school library 

was one of those formative moments that makes you realize what is really possible. In this book about entropy 

and diminishing hope, there was a lesson—there were no rules in literature. Anything was possible. 

This book was hugely influential on me as a writer, and, beyond that, I think on Australian culture too. The 

grim nihilism of this work set the tone for Australian depictions of our possible futures for decades to come—

there are echoes of it everywhere, from Mad Max to Mad Max 3, Beyond Thunderdome. 

I once knew a playwright who became dismayed because every time he had a breakthrough—thought he’d 

come up with a truly original take on the human condition—he’d go back to his volume of Shakespeare’s 

works only to find it was something the Bard wrote long before he was born. A similar thing occurred to me 
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reading this book—no matter how smart or cynical about humanity I thought I was, Shute had beaten me to it 

years ago. 

The generation directly after mine has grown up with rolling cataclysms, one after the other, so they have 

lived in a more-or-less state of perpetual crisis. 

Shute’s generation was the first to live with the real global existential threat—the atomic bombing that closed 

WWII opened up the possibility that humanity could extinguish itself entirely. Published in 1957, the staid, 

matter-of-fact way in which a nuclear global extinction event was presented was unimaginably bleak for 

readers just a few years from the social upheaval and euphoria of the 1960s. 

In the few scant decades since, we have developed many, many ways to scrub ourselves from the earth. The 

generation directly after mine has grown up with rolling cataclysms, one after the other, so they have lived in 

a more-or-less state of perpetual crisis. These are children for whom the end of the world is not fantastical, but 

an inevitability they may well live to see. 

Since On the Beach was first published, the book has gone out of fashion for readers of serious apocalyptic 

speculative-fiction. The science of creeping radioactive apocalypse doesn’t quite track—nuclear winter would 

be more ultimately disastrous than radioactive fallout, and besides, humanity, of some kind, would likely 

survive. Isaac Asimov was sniffy about the narrative stakes “So there’s a nuclear war to start the story with—

what else is new?’ 

New possible avenues of total destruction became the trope of science fiction—malevolent AI, pandemic, 

alien invasion. This despite the fact that the threat of nuclear apocalypse never went away. 

During the uneasy period of history On the Beach was written into, thousands and thousands of nuclear 

warheads were stockpiled within both the American and Soviet superpowers for little reason beyond the 

military having to pad out its budgets. At the height of the Cold War, an audit found that several nuclear 

weapons were primed to fire at a remote Soviet airbase that held no strategic significance—simply because 

the weapons needed a target if the military wanted to continue building nukes. The US leadership used their 

nuclear arsenal in the same spirit of a chef looking at herbs wilting in the back of their fridge, wondering how 

they could be used spice things up. 

Shute’s book had escalating tensions leading to deliberate destruction of the world by American and Russian 

warmongers. The 1959 movie adaptation of On the Beach, starring Gregory Peck, Ava Gardner, and Fred 

Astaire, showed a softer, watered down version of the apocalypse in which the nukes are launched by 

computer error. This substitution infuriated Shute, and his anger reportedly contributed to a fatal stroke a 

month after the film premiered. 

He died a best-selling and much-admired novelist in his adopted home of Melbourne. In the decades since, his 

popularity has waned, but his book has only grown more relevant, as the twin drives of acquisitiveness 

(individual, national, capitalist) and apathy have rendered more and more of the world close to uninhabitable. 

Each year more species of wild animals are declared extinct, while exploitation of other species for food are 

suspected in the interspecies transfer of ever-deadlier superbugs, the latest of which has laid the world low, 

and again emptied the streets of Melbourne—alongside every other city on earth. 
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Reading this book sixty-something years after it was written—while sheltering in place from another 

invisible, deadly existential threat that had ended all life as I knew it—I was shocked at how prescient it was. 

In spite of the bad sci-fi tropes and regressive gender roles (all the women in the story are either inexplicably 

horny drunks or an ideal housewife in a middle-England sort of a way, and in either case, exist as receptacles 

of expeditionary dialogue), there are moments of chilling foresight that slip between the ribs to freeze the 

heart. 

Little throwaway fantasy conceits, the kind that litter sci-fi novels, have become less fantastic with the years. 

In On the Beach, the CSIRO, Australia’s premier scientific research body, has been denuded by public 

indifference and are helpless to do anything against the approaching apocalypse. John Osborne, the 

organisation’s chief radiological scientist, turns to drinking and working on a salvaged Ferrari that he plans to 

race in the Grand Prix and—with a little luck—die behind the wheel of. 

Today, in Melbourne, it’s not difficult to imagine Shute’s apocalypse has already happened. 

At the time of writing, in the midst of the pandemic, Professor Peter Doherty, one of Australia’s most 

esteemed scientists and Nobel Laureate, tweeted “Dan Murphy’s opening hours” in error, mistaking the 

Twitter search bar for Google. Dan Murphy’s is a popular budget liquor chain store in Australia. It was 1:30 

pm on a Monday. 

John Osborne is the book’s world-weary champion of a human-free future for the planet. At one point he tries 

to cheer up another character by saying, “It’s not the end of the world at all … It’s only the end of us. The 

world will go on just the same, only we shan’t be in it. I dare say it will get along all right without us.” 

In On the Beach, the other scientists at the CSIRO use their remaining days to etch a codex of human 

knowledge into glass bricks, which are arranged on Mount Kosciuszko the largest peak close to Melbourne, 

so that if life were to ever rise again there will be some record of their doomed civilization. 

Right now, in the deserts of Texas, a group of people are building a mammoth mechanical clock designed to 

keep time for 10,000 years. The Clock of the Long Now is designed to keep ticking long after we are gone, 

powered by the weather, and easily maintained with Bronze Age tools and materials, should civilization rise 

again. 

The Clock of the Long Now is, depending on your politics, an epigraph to long-term thinking, resilience and 

ingenuity, a capitulation to defeat, or a testament to willful blindness by the tech barons and capitalists who 

have led us to the precipice of existential fatalism. 

Even the idea that civilization might rise again is looking increasingly sketchy. In 2008, the Svalbard Global 

Seed Vault, a secure seed bank on a remote Norwegian island, designed to store a wide variety of plant seeds 

in deep freeze storage, so that food and other crops might be revived after environmental cataclysm, was 

established. In 2017, soaring temperatures linked to human-induced climate change melted the permafrost 

above the vault, flooding its tunnels. 

We often can’t choose how to be remembered. Few civilizations realize they are looking at their own 

cenotaph as they are building them. I reread On the Beach, on a Kindle, a device enabled by the same 
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billionaire who funded The Clock of the Long Now. A feature of my e-reader is that you can highlight certain 

passages for later reference, and all future readers of the same book will stumble upon your annotation. It’s a 

little like finding a battered, paperback in a store, annotated by the zeitgeist—some of the passages underlined 

hundreds of times. 

“The human race was to be wiped out and the world made clean again for wiser occupants without delay. 

Well, probably that made sense.” 

And 

“The only possible hope would have been to educate them out of their silliness.” 

And 

“Maybe we’ve been too silly to deserve a world like us.” 

More than any other I’ve read, in this book Shute captures the self-flagellating nature of Australian culture. 

Melbourne survives the initial nuclear inferno because no one bothered to nuke it—we do not have the 

gumption to survive, nor even when the chips are down, to try to. 

On the Beach captures our national inertia in a way no other book has done since. A fun fact about urban 

planning: Australian cities, while modeled on European cities and named for British lords and lands, were 

designed without public squares in order to discourage public gathering, and the potential for revolt therein. 

Even Melbourne, the most self-consciously European of the capitals, didn’t have one until the ret-conning of 

Federation Square, a post-modernist’s nightmare that would not look out of place in the matte painting from a 

lazier episode of Star Trek. When it was built, we all hated it—but when they tried to tear it down to erect an 

Apple store, we hated that too. 

The really shocking part of On the Beach are the mundane details that Shute got right. Faced with cataclysmic 

bushfires, then a viral pandemic, people really did react the way he predicted. As a democratic body, 

Australians react to despair by drinking themselves to oblivion, or hooning in hotted up cars. We did anything 

but do something to change our course.  

Today, in Melbourne, it’s not difficult to imagine Shute’s apocalypse has already happened. The streets are 

empty, everyone indoors, and if one cared to break curfew and stand on the steps of the State Library, they 

would find themselves standing in the final shot from the movie. 

To achieve this shot in the 1959 movie, the film crew just got up early and went out to film the empty town, 

and Melbourne obliged by sleeping in. It was quieter back then, boasting a few million less people. A reporter 

from an Australian newspaper quoted Ava Gardner as saying she didn’t think much of Melbourne, and that it 

was the ideal place to film a movie about the end of the world. She never said that, of course, it was a 

fabrication by a newspaper hack from Sydney, but Melbourne ate it up as part of its folklore. 
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It turns out Melbourne isn’t the best place to stage the end of the world. Melbourne is actually doing 

incredibly well in this latest cataclysm. At the start of this year concerned friends from around the world 

wrote to ask if what they were seeing in Australia was real, but no matter how hard I kvetched, I couldn’t 

really get them to understand what these fires meant, how heavy that smoke lay on the lungs, on the mind. 

This was inescapable proof of the fragility of our world. The newly entrenched conservative government 

response was codified indifference—there was nothing to be done. It was too late to wind back industry, the 

carbon-powered economy. The world would have to adapt. 

And then, the virus came, and the world ended again, this time en masse. Emails from abroad grew less 

frequent, as one by one, cities in the northern hemisphere went dark. My friends had their own nation-sized 

cataclysms. India was dabbling in theocracy, and ethnic cleansing. In America, they were worried about a 

union that was flirting with collapse and balkanization. My Balkan friends, scattered across the world, asked 

me not to use the genocidal break-up of their nation as an adverb. 

All the little apocalypses, everyone has their own problems. That is the nature of nations. That is why they 

blow each other up. And we remain, for now, tucked away at the bottom of the world, waiting for the 

invisible thing that will finally stop all the clocks, and, somewhere on a library shelf in Melbourne, sits a 

book, both prophecy and eulogy, to Melbourne at the end of the world. 

_____________________________________ 

This work is part of a series produced in collaboration with the Melbourne UNESCO City of Literature 

Office, where Australian authors explore and dissect a book that has had an impact on their life. 

 

Liam Pieper 

Liam Pieper is from Melbourne, Australia. His 2014 memoir, The Feel-Good Hit of the Year, is all about that 

and was shortlisted for the National Biography Award and the Ned Kelly Best True Crime award. His first 

novel The Toymaker won the Fellowship of Australian Writers Christina Stead Fiction Award. He was the 

2018 National Library of Australia Creative Arts Fellow for Australian Writing. His latest book is Sweetness 

and Light, a literary thriller. 

https://lithub.com/on-the-resolute-nihilism-of-a-true-end-times-classic/ 
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Joint cartilage regrown in arthritic mice by a stem cell tweak 

By Michael Irving 

 

A new study has found a way to regrow cartilage 

stockdevil_666/Depositphotos 

Like most machines, the human body tends to wear out faster at the points of articulation, where decades of 

stress are focused. Now, researchers at Stanford have found a way to induce cartilage tissue to regenerate in 

joints by tweaking the stem cells there. 

Articular cartilage is the soft, shock-absorbing tissue that lies between bones in joints like knees and fingers. 

As it wears away with age or is damaged by injury, ongoing pain and inflammation can follow, leading to 

arthritis and other conditions. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://depositphotos.com/80267394/stock-photo-osteoarthritis-knee-oa-knee-film.html
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“Cartilage has practically zero regenerative potential in adulthood, so once it’s injured or gone, what we can 

do for patients has been very limited,” says Charles K.F. Chan, co-senior author of the study. “It’s extremely 

gratifying to find a way to help the body regrow this important tissue.” 

For the new study, the team investigated what’s going on after treatment by a technique called microfracture. 

This process involves drilling tiny holes into the surface of a joint, and it’s seen to stimulate the growth of 

new cartilage-like tissue. While it helps a little, the emphasis there is on “cartilage-like.” 

“Microfracture results in what is called fibrocartilage, which is really more like scar tissue than natural 

cartilage,” says Chan. “It covers the bone and is better than nothing, but it doesn’t have the bounce and 

elasticity of natural cartilage, and it tends to degrade relatively quickly.” 

Microfracture works by stimulating the skeletal stem cells in the joint to grow new tissue – it was just not 

quite the type of tissue we want. So in studies on mice, the team tested whether they could be made to grow 

cartilage instead. After all, as bone develops it goes through a phase of being cartilage – is it possible to pause 

it there? 

To find out, the team used a molecule called bone morphogenetic protein 2 (BMP2) to kick off new bone 

formation after a microfracture procedure. But before it could become bone, they then paused the process at 

the right time by blocking a molecule called vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF). And it seemed to 

work. 

“What we ended up with was cartilage that is made of the same sort of cells as natural cartilage with 

comparable mechanical properties, unlike the fibrocartilage that we usually get,” says Chan. “It also restored 

mobility to osteoarthritic mice and significantly reduced their pain.” 

The process also worked in mice with human tissue, suggesting that the treatment would be viable in humans. 

Investigating that is the planned next step for the team. If so, the first human clinical trials could be done on 

small joints like thumbs, before moving up to bigger ones like knees. 

There's no shortage of research into repairing or regenerating cartilage. Other teams are investigating ways 

to 3D print hydrogels for knee replacements, culturing new cartilage from cells taken from a patient's nose, or 

replacing damaged cartilage with new materials like "bioglass" that stimulate the regrowth of the tissue. 

The new study was published in the journal Nature Medicine. 

Source: Stanford University 
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