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A Writer From the Future: Who Was Sci Fi Iconoclast Izumi Suzuki? 

Andrew Ridker on the Brief and Brilliant Life of a Truly Unique Artist 

By Andrew Ridker 

 

Here is what we know. 

She was born in Japan in 1949. After graduating high school, she moved to Tokyo, where she worked as a bar 

hostess. She appeared in a few “pink films”—an arty subgenre of sexploitation cinema—directed by Kōji 

Wakamatsu, among others, and posed for the erotic art photographer Nobuyoshi Araki before devoting herself 

to writing full time. In 1973, she married the free jazz saxophonist Kaoru Abe, with whom she had a 

daughter; Abe died of a drug overdose in 1978, one year after their divorce. She was extremely productive in 

the years after his death, writing short stories, novels, and essays. She took her own life in 1986 at the age of 

36. 

This is, by and large, the sum total of biographical information readily available to English-language readers 

on the subject of Izumi Suzuki, a pioneering writer of science fiction whose first collection of stories to 

appear in English, Terminal Boredom, is available now from Verso. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is much 

more information available in English about the male artists with whom she lived and worked; her own life 

tends to be talked about in relation to theirs, when it is talked about at all. With the publication of Terminal 

https://lithub.com/author/andrewridker/
https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781788739887
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Boredom, English-language readers will be able to discover Suzuki in her own right. So who was she, 

anyway, and what of the work she left behind? 

* 

In one of the few academic articles in English to mention Suzuki, scholar Mari Kotani notes that she did not 

always think of herself as a science fiction writer. It just so happened that her breakout story, “The Witch’s 

Apprentice,” was accepted by SF Magazine, prompting her to continue writing for the outlet. Her turn to 

genre, then, was due (at least in part) to happenstance and necessity. If SF Magazine would pay her for her 

work, she would work for SF Magazine. That she was pregnant at the time she sold the story seems to herald 

a career in which gender and genre are closely entwined. According to of one of her translators, Daniel 

Joseph, science fiction “liberated her writing, providing a playground where she could deconstruct male-

dominated Japanese society and her relation to it.” At the time, “the world of Japanese SF, like the literary 

establishment in general, was a literal boys’ club.” He relates an anecdote in which Suzuki “half-jokingly asks 

SF doyen Taku Mayamura if she might join the SF Writers’ Club,” which has thirty-odd members, all of them 

men. Mayamura’s response? 

He laughs. 

But Suzuki’s gender politics are complex, even ambivalent, and resist neat interpretations. Nowhere is this 

more apparent than in the first and perhaps best story in Terminal Boredom, “Women and Women.” It takes 

place in a world populated almost entirely by women, where the men that remain are kept in a Gender 

Exclusion Terminal Occupancy Zone (or “GETO” in Joseph’s clever translation.) In this apparent utopia, 

renewables have replaced pollutants and young children, like the narrator, Yūko, go on field trips to see plays 

about Sappho. But something is amiss. Pop culture depicting men is forbidden. Yūko’s mother has been 

detained by the state. Gender roles still exist, and they are as pernicious as ever: when it comes to couples, the 

more “masculine” woman goes to work while the more “feminine” woman keeps the house. At one point, 

Yūko wonders if, despite the apparent progress, the world has “taken a step backward.” 

In Suzuki, where there is sex, there is exploitation; where there are drugs, addiction. Only rock and roll 

remains unscathed. 

The story hinges on an encounter between Yūko and a boy, Hiro, who lives in hiding. After opening up to one 

another, and sharing a meal, Hiro grabs Yūko. “He pinned me down like we were wrestling. At first, I thought 

he was just messing around. But he wasn’t. Not in the slightest. Hiro wasn’t messing around at all.” And then: 

“I spent the rest of that day learning the unexpected, dreadful truth about human life. Learning it with my 

body.” 

Suzuki’s ambivalent depiction of her matriarchal society is not, in and of itself, unusual. Kotani writes that 

unlike American science fiction, “Japanese women’s sf is not governed by a strictly political agenda. In fact, 

it is difficult or impossible to find Japanese science fiction that propagandizes for feminism.” What makes 

Suzuki so compelling is that her ambivalence extends in all directions. Her matriarchal society might be 

oppressive, but men are hardly let off the hook. They are “utterly unmanageable” creatures, “simple as can 

be,” even “dangerous”; Hiro’s behavior bears that out. And yet Yūko remains uncertain. The story ends with 
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her thinking about “poor Hiro,” despite the “dreadful” thing they’ve done. Maybe she’ll join an underground 

resistance movement. Maybe not. She isn’t sure. 

Suzuki sends up gender roles in “Night Picnic,” translated by Sam Bett, in which a family of aliens attempts 

to pass for human by studying their cultural detritus: a psychology textbook, a copy of Gone with the Wind. “I 

read the women’s magazines,” one of the aliens says, having shape-shifted from male to female. “I even know 

more about Sunday brunch than Mom. Girls are supposed to eat yogurt and fruit. Oh, and cheesecake.” 

Fantasies of shedding one gender identity for another—or shedding gender altogether—recur in Terminal 

Boredom. “I’m no man and I’m no woman,” a character states in “You May Dream,” translated by David 

Boyd. “I just want to get out of this place.” 

Escape is another recurring theme. In “That Old Seaside Club,” translated by Helen O’Horan, which bears a 

striking resemblance to the Black Mirror episode “San Junipero,” a woman finds herself on a planet that 

resembles a beachside resort. It’s an idyllic setting, with perfect weather, where residents live lives of 

“absolute leisure.” While there, the woman falls in love with a handsome young half-human, half-alien named 

Naoshi. But when a string of bizarre events compels the woman to leave the planet, she wakes to discover that 

the resort planet is a simulation, a treatment program of sorts for drug addicts and alcoholics. In reality, she is 

still “a dejected housewife,” “impatient and frustrated, yet too limp and lethargic to do anything about it.” Her 

husband, Naoshi, is “shabby and unsightly, a goblin next to his past self.” Where escape is possible in 

Suzuki’s stories, it is inevitably followed by disappointment. 

Other characters are well past mere disappointment. The protagonist of “You May Dream” describes herself 

as having “no firm beliefs, no hang-ups. Just a lack of self-confidence tangled up in fatalistic resignation.” 

The narrator of “Terminal Boredom,” also translated by Joseph, echoes these sentiments: “Whenever 

something serious happens, I just convince myself it’s no big deal. . . . nothing affects me.” She winds up 

killing someone just to feel something. 

Depending on when a given scene takes place, Suzuki is portrayed as a dedicated artist, bohemian junkie, 

obsessive lover, devoted mother, and grieving wife. 

Ambivalence, disappointment, resignation: Suzuki’s stories speak so eloquently to our burnt-out moment that 

it’s easy to forget the importance of her cultural context. (She’s been compared to Marge Piercy and Alice 

Sheldon, better known as James Tiptree Jr., but at times she reads more like Ottessa Moshfegh, if Ottessa 

Moshfegh wrote about dating aliens.) Suzuki was born in the same year as Haruki Murakami, and her work 

contains some of the pop-cultural hallmarks (jazz clubs, rock and roll records) that frequently appear in his 

fiction. But Suzuki presents a decidedly grittier take on the sixties, even when the stories take place in other 

times, on other planets. “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” translated by Aiko Masubuchi, “Forgotten,” translated 

by Polly Barton, and “Terminal Boredom” center on strung-out women badly burned by old flames. In 

Suzuki, where there is sex, there is exploitation; where there are drugs, addiction. Only rock and roll remains 

unscathed. 

* 

The dedicated reader unfazed by copyright infringement can find, in a far corner of the internet, an MKV file 

of Endless Waltz (1995), a stylish and affecting Wakamatsu film about Suzuki and Kaoru Abe’s amour 
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fou, with English subtitles. Endless Waltz provides a rare glimpse of her personal life—or, more accurately, 

her life as imagined by Wakamatsu and Mayumi Inaba, who wrote the novel on which the film is based. (In 

1992, Abe and Suzuki’s daughter, then 16 years old, sued Inaba for invasion of privacy.) 

Wakamatsu’s depiction of Abe (portrayed by punk singer-turned-author Kō Machida) is a portrait of the artist 

as a young egomaniac. Abe is talented, obstinate, and manipulative. He belittles Suzuki, then begs for her 

forgiveness, then throws away one of her manuscripts. “You write for pathetic magazines,” he snaps, 

“thinking yourself an author!” But Suzuki (Leona Hirota) won’t hear it. She tells him that someone has to 

make money so that he can “play the sax in pathetic clubs.” Here, again, genre and gender collide. His work is 

art. Hers pays the bills. “If it’s going to buy my manuscript,” she says, “long live consumer society!” He hits 

her. She hits back. 

Depending on when a given scene takes place—the film waltzes back and forth through time—Suzuki is 

portrayed as a dedicated artist, bohemian junkie, obsessive lover, devoted mother, and grieving wife. She is a 

victim, and perpetrator, of physical and verbal abuse. In short, she’s an infinitely complex character, much 

more so than Abe, who more readily conforms to the archetype of the tortured genius. 

There’s a telling moment, late in the film, when Abe, now divorced from Suzuki, encounters one of her books 

in a store. It causes him to reflect on the days when they were married, and one afternoon in particular, when 

he watched, from the bedroom, as Suzuki wrote. (The film features many scenes of Abe playing sax; this is a 

rare glimpse of Suzuki at work.) She’s wearing glasses. A cigarette hangs from her lips. She is hunched over 

her notebook, completely unaware that she is being watched. The sadness in Abe’s eyes suggests that he is 

realizing, perhaps for the first time, that there is a part of her—that is, her imagination—that will never be 

knowable to him. It is precisely that part of her that survives. 

Izumi SuzukiJapanMari Kotaniscience fictionVerso Books 

 

Andrew Ridker 

Andrew Ridker was born in 1991. His writing has appeared in The New York Times Magazine, The Paris 

Review Daily, Guernica, Boston Review, The Believer, and St. Louis Magazine; and he is the editor of 

Privacy Policy: The Anthology of Surveillance Poetics. He is the recipient of an Iowa Arts Fellowship from 

the Iowa Writers’ Workshop. The Altruists is his first novel. 

https://lithub.com/a-writer-from-the-future-who-was-sci-fi-iconoclast-izumi-suzuki/ 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/izumi-suzuki/
https://lithub.com/tag/japan/
https://lithub.com/tag/mari-kotani/
https://lithub.com/tag/science-fiction/
https://lithub.com/tag/verso-books/
https://lithub.com/author/andrewridker/
https://lithub.com/author/andrewridker/
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On the Road: The Woman and the Car (1909) 

Dorothy Levitt, The Woman and the Car: A Chatty Little Handbook for all Women Who Motor or Who Want 

to Motor (London: John Lane, 1909). 

In the early twentieth century, Dorothy Levitt, née Elizabeth Levi (1882-1922) was “the premier woman 

motorist and botorist [motorboat driver] of the world”. The first Englishwoman to drive in a public 

competition, she triumphed during races in the United Kingdom, France, and Germany, defeated all 

challengers at the Championship of the Seas in Trouville, and set the women’s world record in the Brighton 

Speed Trials: a whopping 79.75 miles per hour — lightspeed, circa 1905. 

Like many larger-than-life figures, her origin story is modest, accidental, and layered with hearsay. As a child, 

she enjoyed cycling, horse-riding, and had a natural talent for riflery. One day, a friend of her parents came to 

visit their family home in the West Country, leaving his automobile idle for the long weekend. When it was 

time for the visitor to leave, Levitt had already mastered the physics of petrol combustion. 

At least, that’s the story we get from C. Byng-Hall, in his prefatory remarks to Levitt’s The Woman and the 

Car: A Chatty Little Handbook for All Women Who Motor or Who Want to Motor (1909). Other biographical 

tidbits suggest that Levitt worked as secretary for Selwyn Edge, a racing enthusiast and businessman who first 

popularized the six-cylinder engine, and who, in a bid for publicity, may have handed Levitt the keys. As Jean 

Williams argues in her contemporary history of women’s sport, Levitt’s West Country heritage has remained 

“unsubstantiated so far”, a possible autobiographical stunt to obscure her Jewish descent. Before long, 

however, Levitt was known for burning rubber around the world, often accompanied by her Pomeranian, 

whom she called Dodo. (Other racers poked fun at her eccentricities by pinning plush canine emblems to their 

racing caps.) 

The Woman and the Car is a practical, how-to guide for those who wanted to take to the roads, but did not 

quite know how. Many of the extensive recommendations regarding mechanics, etiquette, and the temptations 

of car culture hold true today. There have always been lemons, it seems, for Levitt remains skeptical of 

purchasing second-hand cars advertised “as good as new”. And like many enthusiasts, Levitt refused to share 

her wheels with others. “I have made it a rule never to allow any one to drive my own little car—and this is a 

rule that every one will find useful.” 

In Levitt’s “little handbook”, we find a similar hunger for the fraught freedom of the road that would 

eventually preoccupy the mid-century American imagination — exploited in novels like On the 

Road and Lolita, and in films such as Easy Rider — and which continues to provide a mesh of mechanist 

escapism in the British television program Top Gear: 

There may be pleasure in being whirled around the country by your friends and relatives, or in a car driven 

by your chauffeur; but the real, the intense pleasure, the actual realisation of the pastime comes only when 

you drive your own car. 

Long before motoring became the dull labor of suburban commuting, it held the mystique of an emergent 

individualism — aimed here, with the reference to chauffeurs and countryside friends, at a certain class of 

https://books.google.fi/books?id=YBdxAwAAQBAJ&pg=PT118&dq=Selwyn+Edge+dorothy+levitt&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjOjojhxdLwAhVixIsKHeveCJgQ6AEwAXoECAYQAg#v=onepage&q&f=false
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leisurous ladies. “If you stop the night at a friend’s house”, Levitt proffers somewhat cryptically, “you will 

find it spick and span in the morning with water in the tank and your petrol-tank also replenished”. Oh to have 

friends like Levitt’s. . . 

 

Dorothy Levitt: Her favourite photograph 

 

Other advice in the “chatty little handbook” is wonderfully dated, providing an ossified image of a different 

motoring era. She recommends, for instance, a single-cylinder engine for women drivers. And her prose 

swells with delight while describing a proto-version of the glove compartment: “This little drawer is the secret 

of the dainty motoriste.” On the topic of dress, Levitt offers definitive advice. “As to head-gear, there is no 

question: the round cap or close-fitting turban of fur are the most comfortable and suitable”. Should you find 

yourself driving alone on the highways and byways, she thinks you ought to carry a small revolver and even 

suggests a specific make. “I have an automatic ‘Colt,’ and find it very easy to handle as there is practically no 

recoil.” Though, as she concedes, this only works if, like her, you “practice continually at a range”. There is a 

kind of merciless practicality throughout. While Levitt advises “to sound the hooter” when approaching 

pedestrians, she has no time for other creatures interfering on the road. “Dogs, chickens and other domestic 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/guess-the-celeb-behind-the-driving-garb-1906
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animals at large on the highway are not pedestrians, and if one is driving at a regulation speed, or under, one 

is not responsible for their untimely end.” 

Above all else, The Woman and the Car endures as a pamphlet of petro-feminist empowerment: 

You may be afraid, as I am, of driving in a hansom through the crowded streets of town—you may be afraid 

of a mouse, or so nervous that you are startled at the slightest of sudden sounds—yet you can be a skilful 

motorist, and enjoy to the full delights of this greatest of out-door pastimes, if you possess patience —the 

capacity for taking pains. 

 

It is accessories that bring up the cost — you must have a hood 

 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

10 

She ends her treatise with a reflection on recent historical progress. “Twenty or thirty years ago, two of the 

essentials to a motorist—some acquaintance with mechanics and the ability to understand local topography—

were supposed to be beyond the capacity of a woman’s brain.” Levitt was not only instrumental in advancing 

equality behind the steering wheel, she also forever altered the automobile form. Decades before rearview 

mirrors became standard issue, she recommended that ladies carry a hand mirror, for holding up to the 

landscape receding in their dusty tracks. 

Above, you can browse The Woman and the Car in full. Below, you will find a gallery of photographs by 

Horace W. Nicholls, illustrating Levitt’s tips. 

 

The adjustment of the foot-brake is a matter of seconds 
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Drive your own car 
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One of the most articles of wear is a scarf or muffler for the neck 
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Remember to twist the veil before tying — this prevent the knot working loose 
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The useful overall 
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This little drawer [glove compartment] is the great secret 
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Unscrew the cap and peep in 
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Test the quantity of oil in the tank by inserting a piece of stick 
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Pull up this small rod to enable the 'used' oil to run out of the base-chamber 
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In front of your car you will notice a handle 
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Release the foot from the right pedal and throttle slightly with the left foot on the left pedal 
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Your next move is to take off the side brake 
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It is a simple matter to remove a faulty sparking plug 
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It is a simple matter to adjust the trembler or screw 
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Be sure that the petrol tank is full 
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This is the switch 
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The automobile association scouts will, if necessary, stop your car on the road and give you information 
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The engine will start easily if you first flood the carburettor slightly 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/the-woman-and-the-car  
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Why America Needs a Better Bridge Between School and Career 

19 MAY 2021|by Joseph B. Fuller and Rachel Lipson 

As the COVID-19 pandemic wanes, America faces a critical opportunity to close gaps that leave many 

workers behind, say Joseph Fuller and Rachel Lipson. What will it take? 

 

Over a year into the COVID-19 pandemic, there are hints of optimism as more people gain access to vaccines 

and the federal government injects more stimulus money into the economy. Yet, the outlook for workers 

remains mixed. The crisis has exacerbated existing inequities, and recent jobs gains reflect persistent 

disparities based on race, gender, age, and educational attainment. 

Coming out of the crisis, providing more workers with pathways to economic stability will depend in large 

part on forging stronger connections between education and economic opportunity. America’s fragmented 

systems of education and training have too often reinforced barriers between working and learning, rather 

than bridging the worlds of education and employment. This is an opportune moment to re-evaluate the 

country’s fundamental approach to human capital development. 

To understand the models and theories of change among training organizations, our research team at 

Harvard’s interdisciplinary Project on Workforce analyzed 316 applications to the Postsecondary Innovation 

for Equity initiative. The grant competition, launched by venture philanthropy New Profit, awarded $100,000 

to social entrepreneurs who help young people from low-income communities launch promising careers. The 

applications provide an inside look at the interplay among short-term training providers, employers, colleges, 

and high schools. 

"POLICYMAKERS, EMPLOYERS, AND EDUCATORS MUST PRIORITIZE AND SCALE PROGRAMS 

THAT INTEGRATE WORK AND LEARNING." 

We found that the education-and-employment connection remains too tenuous in America. To create more 

pathways to upward mobility in the post-COVID recovery, policymakers, employers, and educators must 

prioritize and scale programs that integrate work and learning. Our new white paper Working to Learn: 

Despite a growing set of innovators, America struggles to connect education and career explores several 

important trends from our analysis: 

Few programs strive for college and employment. Though organizations in the dataset consider themselves 

innovators in combining postsecondary credentials and work experience, they split almost evenly between 

those focused on college matriculation and those offering career-focused models. Only 16 percent of 

applicants prioritize relationships with both educational institutions and employers. Moreover, few 

organizations measure their success in terms of both educational attainment and labor market outcomes. For 

example, only 33 percent of the organizations tracking college-related outcomes also prioritize employment 

outcomes. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/02/business/economy/jobs-report-march.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/02/business/economy/jobs-report-march.html
https://www.pw.hks.harvard.edu/
https://www.newprofit.org/learn-to-earn/#Postsecondary-Innovation-for-Equity
https://www.newprofit.org/learn-to-earn/#Postsecondary-Innovation-for-Equity
https://www.pw.hks.harvard.edu/post/working-to-learn
https://www.pw.hks.harvard.edu/post/working-to-learn
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Situated learning opportunities remain scarce. Prior research has demonstrated that skills acquired in a setting 

similar to the one in which they will be applied are much more durable. Yet relatively few organizations 

provide learning opportunities that closely resemble the realities of the workplace. Only 25 percent of 

applicants offer apprenticeships, internships, or work-based learning. That figure pales in comparison to 

other OECD countries like Germany or Switzerland (pdf), where 40-70 percent of students split their time 

between traditional school settings and learning in a workplace. 

Technical and soft skills rarely go hand in hand. The future of work, and especially good-paying jobs, will 

require a combination of foundational, transferable soft skills and job-specific technical skills. However, we 

found that only 9 percent of organizations in the dataset prioritize both types of skills. A focus on short-term 

job placement should not come at the expense of developing capacities, like critical reasoning, that prepare 

learners for long-run success in careers. Work-based learning, especially when combined with mentorship, 

can foster both skill sets. 

Employer relationships tend to be lacking. Perhaps the most troubling finding in our research was that only 35 

percent of applicants report working directly with employers. The most effective programs in the social 

science literature (pdf) feature strong employer relationships. Organizations in our dataset that work with 

employers grow faster than their peers in the dataset. This offers some promise for the future. But, given the 

starkness of the COVID re-employment challenge, it will be more critical than ever to foster linkages between 

education providers and organizations that are hiring. 

Setting an agenda for impact 

While many of these challenges are not new, the data strengthens the case for action. Indeed, the crisis has 

renewed pressure on the US to develop new models and expand existing pathways that can open doors for 

people most affected by the downturn. They include workers without bachelor’s degrees, workers of color, 

young workers, working mothers, and workers in the industries most affected by COVID, like retail and 

hospitality. 

As we look toward a post-pandemic recovery, it will be incumbent upon policymakers, business leaders, and 

educators to ensure those groups are not left behind. The American Jobs Plan promotes significant new 

investments in training. Policymakers and educators should seize the opportunity to use the funding for 

programs that braid education with work experience, especially those where people can learn and earn while 

completing their high school diploma or college degree. 

Incentives and measurement will also play an important role in understanding the success of training efforts. 

If college-focused programs aspire to support employment outcomes, labor market outcomes must become a 

key metric of success. These lessons should hold true for private funders in philanthropy as well. 

"WE EXPECT TO SEE GREATER OPPORTUNITIES FOR WORKERS WITH TRANSFERABLE, SOFT 

SKILLS IN THE WAKE OF GROWING AUTOMATION." 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/0013189x018001032
https://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/Learning%20for%20Jobs%20book.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjx022
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28248/w28248.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w28248/w28248.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/03/31/upshot/whats-in-bidens-infrastructure-plan.html
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Employers, too, will have a critical role to play in creating the pathways that will help workers affected by 

COVID withstand future economic shocks. The private sector spends the largest share of training 

dollars dedicated to adults. 

Policymakers should support programs that actively encourage employers to invest in talent 

pipelines. CareerWise, founded in Colorado but now expanding to Indiana, New York City, and Washington, 

DC, provides a replicable model for employers to engage high school students in youth apprenticeships. And 

the growth of “education as a benefit” models like Guild Education provides good evidence for the potential 

for employers to integrate postsecondary access more directly into their human capital strategies. Efforts like 

the Investing in American Workers Act, which would revise the tax code so companies’ investments in their 

people are treated the same as investments in physical assets and research, are also a good step forward. 

In addition, as more data emerges from this crisis, we expect to see greater opportunities for workers with 

transferable, soft skills in the wake of growing automation. Employers and educators will need to focus on 

how they can cultivate those skills in workers and learners alike. 

Finally, any systemic solution must address the challenges of market fragmentation. There is no “one-stop 

shop” for employers and potential employees to find each other, even when labor markets are tight. But as 

hiring grows, tighter linkages between educational institutions and industry can yield better economic 

outcomes for workers and higher levels of competitiveness for American employers. Accomplishing that 

requires permanent, work-based learning programs that support educators’ degree-granting programs and 

employers’ hiring strategies. Closing the gaps and reducing the frictions between completing one’s education 

and starting a job offers massive returns for workers, employers, and society at large. 
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Love Is the Last Word: Aldous Huxley on Knowledge vs. Understanding and the Antidote to Our 

Existential Helplessness 

“All of us are knowers, all the time; it is only occasionally and in spite of ourselves that we understand the 

mystery of given reality.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

To understand anything — another person’s experience of reality, another fundamental law of physics — is to 

restructure our existing knowledge, shifting and broadening our prior frames of reference to accommodate a 

new awareness. And yet we have a habit of confusing our knowledge — which is always limited and 

incomplete: a model of the cathedral of reality, built from primary-colored blocks of fact — with the actuality 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062236814/braipick-20
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of things; we have a habit of mistaking the model for the thing itself, mistaking our partial awareness for a 

totality of understanding. Thoreau recognized this when he contemplated our blinding preconceptions and 

lamented that “we hear and apprehend only what we already half know.” 

Generations after Thoreau and generations before neuroscience began illuminating the blind spots of 

consciousness, Aldous Huxley (July, 26 1894–November 22, 1963) explored this eternal confusion of 

concepts in “Knowledge and Understanding” — one of the twenty-six uncommonly insightful essays 

collected in The Divine Within: Selected Writings on Enlightenment (public library). 

 

Aldous Huxley 

 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/07/thoreau-knowing-seeing/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/25/christof-koch-consciousness-qualia/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/25/christof-koch-consciousness-qualia/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062236814/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/divine-within-selected-writings-on-enlightenment/oclc/813286712&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0062236814/braipick-20
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Huxley writes: 

Knowledge is acquired when we succeed in fitting a new experience into the system of concepts based upon 

our old experiences. Understanding comes when we liberate ourselves from the old and so make possible a 

direct, unmediated contact with the new, the mystery, moment by moment, of our existence. 

Because the units of knowledge are concepts, and concepts can be conveyed and transmitted in words and 

symbols, knowledge itself can be passed between persons. Understanding, on the other hand, is intimate and 

subjective, not a conceptual container but an aura of immediacy cast upon an experience — which means it 

cannot be transmitted and transacted like knowledge. Our forebears devised ways of transmitting knowledge 

from one generation to the next — in words and symbols, in stories and equations — which ensured the 

survival of our species by preserving and passing down the results of experience. But knowing the results of 

an experience is not the same as understanding the experience itself. Complicating the matter is the added 

subtlety that we may understand the words and symbols by which we tell each other about our experience, but 

still miss the immediacy of the reality those concepts are intended to convey. Huxley writes: 

Understanding is not conceptual, and therefore cannot be passed on. It is an immediate experience, and 

immediate experience can only be talked about (very inadequately), never shared. Nobody can actually feel 

another’s pain or grief, another’s love or joy or hunger. And similarly nobody can experience another’s 

understanding of a given event or situation… We must always remember that knowledge of understanding is 

not the same thing as the understanding, which is the raw material of that knowledge. It is as different from 

understanding as the doctor’s prescription for penicillin is different from penicillin. 

Understanding is not inherited, nor can it be laboriously acquired. It is something which, when circumstances 

are favorable, comes to us, so to say, of its own accord. All of us are knowers, all the time; it is only 

occasionally and in spite of ourselves that we understand the mystery of given reality. 

A century before Huxley, William James listed ineffability as the first of the four features of mystical 

experiences. But in some sense, all experience is ultimately mystical, for experience can only be understood 

in its immediacy and not known as a concept. (Half a century after Huxley’s generation swung open the doors 

of perception beyond concept with their psychedelic inquiries into the mysteries and mechanics of 

consciousness — and swung shut the scientific establishment’s openness to serious clinical research into the 

field with their unprotocoled playhouse of recreational neurochemistry — science is finally documenting the 

ineffable contact with raw reality as the primary payoff, both clinical and existential, of psychoactive 

substances.) 

At the heart of Huxley’s essay is the observation that a great deal of human suffering stems from our tendency 

to mistake conceptual knowledge for understanding, “homemade concepts for given reality.” Such suffering 

can therefore be allayed by replacing the confusion with clarity — with a total awareness of reality, unfiltered 

by the “meaningless pseudoknowledge” that arises from our reflexive and all too human habits of “over-

simplification, over-generalization, and over-abstraction.” 

Such total awareness, Huxley observes, can produce an initial wave of panic at the two elemental facts it 

reveals: that we are “profoundly ignorant” — that is, forever lacking complete knowledge of reality; and that 

we are “impotent to the point of helplessness” — that is, what we are (which we call personality) and what we 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/04/william-james-varieties-consciousness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/04/william-james-varieties-consciousness/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/11/how-to-change-your-mind-michael-pollan/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/11/how-to-change-your-mind-michael-pollan/
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do (which we call choice) are merely the life of the universe living itself through us. (Anyone able to 

think calmly, deeply, and undefensively about free will will readily recognize this.) 

 

 

Art by Dorothy Lathrop, 1922. (Available as a print.) 

https://pioneerworks.org/broadcast/video/broadcast-monologues-sam-harris-on-free-will
https://www.brainpickings.org/2021/03/09/dorothy-lathrop-down-adown-derry/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642772_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642772_print?curator=brainpicker
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
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And yet beyond the initial wave of panic lies a profound and fathomless sea of serenity — a buoyant 

peacefulness and gladsome accord with the universe, available upon surrender to this total awareness, upon 

the release of the narrative enterprise, the identity-intoxication, the conditioned reflex we call a self. 

Huxley writes: 

This discovery may seem at first rather humiliating and even depressing. But if I wholeheartedly accept them, 

the facts become a source of peace, a reason for serenity and cheerfulness. 

[…] 

In my ignorance I am sure that I am eternally I. This conviction is rooted in emotionally charged memory. 

Only when, in the words of St. John of the Cross, the memory has been emptied, can I escape from the sense 

of my watertight separateness and so prepare myself for the understanding, moment by moment, of reality on 

all its levels. But the memory cannot be emptied by an act of will, or by systematic discipline or by 

concentration — even by concentration on the idea of emptiness. It can be emptied only by total awareness. 

Thus, if I am aware of my distractions — which are mostly emotionally charged memories or fantasies based 

upon such memories — the mental whirligig will automatically come to a stop and the memory will be 

emptied, at least for a moment or two. Again, if I become totally aware of my envy, my resentment, my 

uncharitableness, these feelings will be replaced, during the time of my awareness, by a more realistic 

reaction to the events taking place around me. My awareness, of course, must be uncontaminated by approval 

or condemnation. Value judgments are conditioned, verbalized reactions to primary reactions. Total 

awareness is a primary, choiceless, impartial response to the present situation as a whole. 

Huxley notes that all of the world’s great spiritual traditions and all the celebrated mystics have attempted to 

articulate this total awareness, to transmit it to other consciousnesses in the vessel of concepts — concepts 

destined to enter other consciousnesses via the primary portal of common sense, and destined therefore to be 

reflexively rejected. In consonance with Carl Sagan’s admonition that common sense blinds us to the reality 

of the universe and Vladimir Nabokov’s admonition that it blunts our sense of wonder, Huxley writes: 

Common sense is not based on total awareness; it is a product of convention, or organized memories of other 

people’s words, of personal experiences limited by passion and value judgments, of hallowed notions and 

naked self-interest. Total awareness opens the way to understanding, and when any given situation is 

understood, the nature of all reality is made manifest, and the nonsensical utterances of the mystics are seen to 

be true, or at least as nearly true as it is possible for a verbal expression of the ineffable to be. One in all and 

all in One; samsara and nirvana are the same; multiplicity is unity, and unity is not so much one as not-two; 

all things are void, and yet all things are the Dharma — Body of the Buddha — and so on. So far as 

conceptual knowledge is concerned, such phrases are completely meaningless. It is only when there is 

understanding that they make sense. For when there is understanding, there is an experienced fusion of the 

End with the Means, of the Wisdom, which is the timeless realization of Suchness, with the Compassion 

which is Wisdom in action. 

In a sentiment the great Zen Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh would come to echo half a century later in 

his life-broadening teaching that “understanding is love’s other name,” Huxley concludes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/01/15/oliver-sacks-identity-self-narrative/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/24/walt-whitman-democratic-vistas-self/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/05/carl-sagan-jonathan-cott-rolling-stone-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/05/carl-sagan-jonathan-cott-rolling-stone-interview/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/02/vladimir-nabokov-the-art-of-literature-and-commonsense/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/31/how-to-love-thich-nhat-hanh/
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Of all the worn, smudged, dog-eared words in our vocabulary, “love” is surely the grubbiest, smelliest, 

slimiest. Bawled from a million pulpits, lasciviously crooned through hundreds of millions of loudspeakers, it 

has become an outrage to good taste and decent feeling, an obscenity which one hesitates to pronounce. And 

yet it has to be pronounced; for, after all, Love is the last word. 

 

Art by Margaret C. Cook for Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 
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Art by Margaret C. Cook for Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

Complement this fragment of Huxley’s wholly illuminating and illuminated The Divine Within — which also 

gave us his meditation on mind-body integration and how to get out of your own shadow — with his 

contemporary Erich Fromm on the six steps to unselfish understanding and the pioneering nineteenth-century 

psychiatrist Maurice Bucke, whose work greatly influenced Huxley, on the six steps to cosmic consciousness, 

then dive into what modern neuroscience is revealing about the central mystery of consciousness. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2021/05/11/alxous-huxley-knowledge-

understanding/?mc_cid=aa1f6c0f20&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 
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Molecules wrangled into single quantum state in breakthrough experiment 

By Michael Irving 

 

A microscope image of the molecular Bose-Einstein condensate 

Chin Lab 

Quantum technology is bursting with potential, but controlling atoms and molecules keeps proving tricky. In a 

breakthrough new study, physicists have successfully wrangled thousands of molecules into a single unified 

quantum state for the first time. 

The key to the new development is a strange state of matter known as a Bose-Einstein condensate (BEC). 

When a low density cloud of atoms is cooled to just a hair above absolute zero, they settle into the same 

quantum state. In essence, they begin to act like one giant atom, which brings hard-to-measure quantum 

behavior up to the macro scale where it can be observed more easily. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/physics/bose-einstein-condensate-superconductor/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/supersolid-matter-demonstrated/48274/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/giant-atoms-rydberg-polarons/53574/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/skyrmion-quantum-ball-lightning/53701/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

41 

 

 

But to realize the most intriguing applications of quantum technology, scientists will need to master more 

complex molecules, which themselves are made up of atoms. And now, researchers at the University of 

Chicago have succeeded in doing just that. 

“Atoms are simple spherical objects, whereas molecules can vibrate, rotate, carry small magnets,” says Cheng 

Chin, senior author of the study. “Because molecules can do so many different things, it makes them more 

useful, and at the same time much harder to control.” 

 

Professor Cheng Chin in the lab 

Jason Smith 

To wrestle molecules into cooperating, the team added two new steps to the normal recipe for producing 

Bose-Einstein condensates. First, they chilled the system down even colder than usual – to just 10 

nanokelvins, an absolutely tiny fraction above 0 K. That helped more of the atoms pair up into molecules. 

Then, they confined these molecules into a flat surface, so they can only move in two dimensions, which 

helps keep them stable for longer. The end result is a 2D molecular Bose-Einstein condensate, made up of 

https://newatlas.com/physics/molecules-single-quantum-state-bose-einstein-condensate/#gallery:2
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several thousand molecules with exactly the same orientation and vibrational frequency. This, the team says, 

could then be used for a range of quantum applications. 

“It’s the absolute ideal starting point,” says Chin. “For example, if you want to build quantum systems to hold 

information, you need a clean slate to write on before you can format and store that information.” 

The research was published in the journal Nature. 

Source: University of Chicago 
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Fire Worship 

by Nathaniel Hawthorne 
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It is a great revolution in social and domestic life, and no less so in the life of a secluded student, this almost 

universal exchange of the open fireplace for the cheerless and ungenial stove. On such a morning as now 

lowers around our old gray parsonage, I miss the bright face of my ancient friend, who was wont to dance 

upon the hearth and play the part of more familiar sunshine. It is sad to turn from the cloudy sky and sombre 

landscape; from yonder hill, with its crown of rusty, black pines, the foliage of which is so dismal in the 

absence of the sun; that bleak pasture-land, and the broken surface of the potato-field, with the brown clods 

partly concealed by the snowfall of last night; the swollen and sluggish river, with ice-incrusted borders, 

dragging its bluish-gray stream along the verge of our orchard like a snake half torpid with the cold,—It is sad 

to turn from an outward scene of so little comfort and find the same sullen influences brooding within the 

precincts of my study. Where is that brilliant guest, that quick and subtle spirit, whom Prometheus lured from 

heaven to civilize mankind and cheer them in their wintry desolation; that comfortable inmate, whose smile, 

during eight months of the year, was our sufficient consolation for summer's lingering advance and early 

flight? Alas! blindly inhospitable, grudging the food that kept him cheery and mercurial, we have thrust him 

into an iron prison, and compel him to smoulder away his life on a daily pittance which once would have been 

too scanty for his breakfast. Without a metaphor, we now make our fire in an air-tight stove, and supply it 

with some half a dozen sticks of wood between dawn and nightfall. 

I never shall be reconciled to this enormity. Truly may it be said that the world looks darker for it. In one way 

or another, here and there and all around us, the inventions of mankind are fast blotting the picturesque, the 

poetic, and the beautiful out of human life. The domestic fire was a type of all these attributes, and seemed to 

bring might and majesty, and wild nature and a spiritual essence, into our in most home, and yet to dwell with 

us in such friendliness that its mysteries and marvels excited no dismay. The same mild companion that 

smiled so placidly in our faces was he that comes roaring out of AEtna and rushes madly up the sky like a 

fiend breaking loose from torment and fighting for a place among the upper angels. He it is, too, that leaps 

from cloud to cloud amid the crashing thunder-storm. It was he whom the Gheber worshipped with no 

unnatural idolatry; and it was he who devoured London and Moscow and many another famous city, and who 

loves to riot through our own dark forests and sweep across our prairies, and to whose ravenous maw, it is 

said, the universe shall one day be given as a final feast. Meanwhile he is the great artisan and laborer by 

whose aid men are enabled to build a world within a world, or, at least, to smooth down the rough creation 

which Nature flung to it. He forges the mighty anchor and every lesser instrument; he drives the steamboat 

and drags the rail-car; and it was he—this creature of terrible might, and so many-sided utility and all-

comprehensive destructiveness—that used to be the cheerful, homely friend of our wintry days, and whom we 

have made the prisoner of this iron cage. 

How kindly he was! and, though the tremendous agent of change, yet bearing himself with such gentleness, so 

rendering himself a part of all life-long and age-coeval associations, that it seemed as if he were the great 

conservative of nature. While a man was true to the fireside, so long would he be true to country and law, to 

the God whom his fathers worshipped, to the wife of his youth, and to all things else which instinct or religion 

has taught us to consider sacred. With how sweet humility did this elemental spirit perform all needful offices 

for the household in which he was domesticated! He was equal to the concoction of a grand dinner, yet 

scorned not to roast a potato or toast a bit of cheese. How humanely did he cherish the school-boy's icy 

fingers, and thaw the old man's joints with a genial warmth which almost equalled the glow of youth! And 

how carefully did he dry the cowhide boots that had trudged through mud and snow, and the shaggy outside 

garment stiff with frozen sleet! taking heed, likewise, to the comfort of the faithful dog who had followed his 

master through the storm. When did he refuse a coal to light a pipe, or even a part of his own substance to 

kindle a neighbor's fire? And then, at twilight, when laborer, or scholar, or mortal of whatever age, sex, or 
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degree, drew a chair beside him and looked into his glowing face, how acute, how profound, how 

comprehensive was his sympathy with the mood of each and all! He pictured forth their very thoughts. To the 

youthful he showed the scenes of the adventurous life before them; to the aged the shadows of departed love 

and hope; and, if all earthly things had grown distasteful, he could gladden the fireside muser with golden 

glimpses of a better world. And, amid this varied communion with the human soul, how busily would the 

sympathizer, the deep moralist, the painter of magic pictures, be causing the teakettle to boil! 

Nor did it lessen the charm of his soft, familiar courtesy and helpfulness that the mighty spirit, were 

opportunity offered him, would run riot through the peaceful house, wrap its inmates in his terrible embrace, 

and leave nothing of them save their whitened bones. This possibility of mad destruction only made his 

domestic kindness the more beautiful and touching. It was so sweet of him, being endowed with such power, 

to dwell day after day, and one long lonesome night after another, on the dusky hearth, only now and then 

betraying his wild nature by thrusting his red tongue out of the chimney-top! True, he had done much 

mischief in the world, and was pretty certain to do more; but his warm heart atoned for all. He was kindly to 

the race of man; and they pardoned his characteristic imperfections. 

The good old clergyman, my predecessor in this mansion, was well acquainted with the comforts of the 

fireside. His yearly allowance of wood, according to the terms of his settlement, was no less than sixty cords. 

Almost an annual forest was converted from sound oak logs into ashes, in the kitchen, the parlor, and this 

little study, where now an unworthy successor, not in the pastoral office, but merely in his earthly abode, sits 

scribbling beside an air-tight stove. I love to fancy one of those fireside days while the good man, a 

contemporary of the Revolution, was in his early prime, some five-and-sixty years ago. Before sunrise, 

doubtless, the blaze hovered upon the gray skirts of night and dissolved the frostwork that had gathered like a 

curtain over the small window-panes. There is something peculiar in the aspect of the morning fireside; a 

fresher, brisker glare; the absence of that mellowness which can be produced only by half-consumed logs, and 

shapeless brands with the white ashes on them, and mighty coals, the remnant of tree-trunks that the hungry, 

elements have gnawed for hours. The morning hearth, too, is newly swept, and the brazen andirons well 

brightened, so that the cheerful fire may see its face in them. Surely it was happiness, when the pastor, 

fortified with a substantial breakfast, sat down in his arm-chair and slippers and opened the Whole Body of 

Divinity, or the Commentary on Job, or whichever of his old folios or quartos might fall within the range of 

his weekly sermons. It must have been his own fault if the warmth and glow of this abundant hearth did not 

permeate the discourse and keep his audience comfortable in spite of the bitterest northern blast that ever 

wrestled with the church-steeple. He reads while the heat warps the stiff covers of the volume; he writes 

without numbness either in his heart or fingers; and, with unstinted hand, he throws fresh sticks of wood upon 

the fire. 

A parishioner comes in. With what warmth of benevolence—how should he be otherwise than warm in any of 

his attributes?—does the minister bid him welcome, and set a chair for him in so close proximity to the 

hearth, that soon the guest finds it needful to rub his scorched shins with his great red hands! The melted snow 

drips from his steaming boots and bubbles upon the hearth. His puckered forehead unravels its entanglement 

of crisscross wrinkles. We lose much of the enjoyment of fireside heat without such an opportunity of 

marking its genial effect upon those who have been looking the inclement weather in the face. In the course of 

the day our clergyman himself strides forth, perchance to pay a round of pastoral visits; or, it may he, to visit 

his mountain of a wood-pile and cleave the monstrous logs into billets suitable for the fire. He returns with 

fresher life to his beloved hearth. During the short afternoon the western sunshine comes into the study and 

strives to stare the ruddy blaze out of countenance but with only a brief triumph, soon to be succeeded by 
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brighter glories of its rival. Beautiful it is to see the strengthening gleam, the deepening light that gradually 

casts distinct shadows of the human figure, the table, and the high-backed chairs upon the opposite wall, and 

at length, as twilight comes on, replenishes the room with living radiance and makes life all rose-color. Afar 

the wayfarer discerns the flickering flame as it dances upon the windows, and hails it as a beacon-light of 

humanity, reminding him, in his cold and lonely path, that the world is not all snow, and solitude, and 

desolation. At eventide, probably, the study was peopled with the clergyman's wife and family, and children 

tumbled themselves upon the hearth-rug, and grave puss sat with her back to the fire, or gazed, with a 

semblance of human meditation, into its fervid depths. Seasonably the plenteous ashes of the day were raked 

over the mouldering brands, and from the heap came jets of flame, and an incense of night-long smoke 

creeping quietly up the chimney. 

Heaven forgive the old clergyman! In his later life, when for almost ninety winters he had been gladdened by 

the firelight,—when it had gleamed upon him from infancy to extreme age, and never without brightening his 

spirits as well as his visage, and perhaps keeping him alive so long,—he had the heart to brick up his 

chimney-place and bid farewell to the face of his old friend forever, why did he not take an eternal leave of 

the sunshine too? His sixty cords of wood had probably dwindled to a far less ample supply in modern times; 

and it is certain that the parsonage had grown crazy with time and tempest and pervious to the cold; but still it 

was one of the saddest tokens of the decline and fall of open fireplaces that, the gray patriarch should have 

deigned to warm himself at an air-tight stove. 

And I, likewise,—who have found a home in this ancient owl's-nest since its former occupant took his 

heavenward flight,—I, to my shame, have put up stoves in kitchen and parlor and chamber. Wander where 

you will about the house, not a glimpse of the earth-born, heaven-aspiring fiend of Etna,—him that sports in 

the thunder- storm, the idol of the Ghebers, the devourer of cities, the forest- rioter and prairie-sweeper, the 

future destroyer of our earth, the old chimney-corner companion who mingled himself so sociably with 

household joys and sorrows,—not a glimpse of this mighty and kindly one will greet your eyes. He is now an 

invisible presence. There is his iron cage. Touch it, and he scorches your fingers. He delights to singe a 

garment or perpetrate any other little unworthy mischief; for his temper is ruined by the ingratitude of 

mankind, for whom he cherished such warmth of feeling, and to whom he taught all their arts, even that of 

making his own prison-house. In his fits of rage he puffs volumes of smoke and noisome gas through the 

crevices of the door, and shakes the iron walls of his dungeon so as to overthrow the ornamental urn upon its 

summit. We tremble lest he should break forth amongst us. Much of his time is spent in sighs, burdened with 

unutterable grief, and long drawn through the funnel. He amuses himself, too, with repeating all the whispers, 

the moans, and the louder utterances or tempestuous howls of the wind; so that the stove becomes a 

microcosm of the aerial world. Occasionally there are strange combinations of sounds,—voices talking almost 

articulately within the hollow chest of iron,—insomuch that fancy beguiles me with the idea that my firewood 

must have grown in that infernal forest of lamentable trees which breathed their complaints to Dante. When 

the listener is half asleep he may readily take these voices for the conversation of spirits and assign them an 

intelligible meaning. Anon there is a pattering noise,—drip, drip, drip,—as if a summer shower were falling 

within the narrow circumference of the stove. 

These barren and tedious eccentricities are all that the air-tight stove can bestow in exchange for the 

invaluable moral influences which we have lost by our desertion of the open fireplace. Alas! is this world so 

very bright that we can afford to choke up such a domestic fountain of gladsomeness, and sit down by its 

darkened source without being conscious of a gloom? 
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It is my belief that social intercourse cannot long continue what it has been, now that we have subtracted from 

it so important and vivifying an element as firelight. The effects will be more perceptible on our children and 

the generations that shall succeed them than on ourselves, the mechanism of whose life may remain 

unchanged, though its spirit be far other than it was. The sacred trust of the household fire has been 

transmitted in unbroken succession from the earliest ages, and faithfully cherished in spite of every 

discouragement such as the curfew law of the Norman conquerors, until in these evil days physical science 

has nearly succeeded in extinguishing it. But we at least have our youthful recollections tinged with the glow 

of the hearth, and our life-long habits and associations arranged on the principle of a mutual bond in the 

domestic fire. Therefore, though the sociable friend be forever departed, yet in a degree he will be spiritually 

present with us; and still more will the empty forms which were once full of his rejoicing presence continue to 

rule our manners. We shall draw our chairs together as we and our forefathers have been wont for thousands 

of years back, and sit around some blank and empty corner of the room, babbling with unreal cheerfulness of 

topics suitable to the homely fireside. A warmth from the past—from the ashes of bygone years and the 

raked-up embers of long ago—will sometimes thaw the ice about our hearts; but it must be otherwise with our 

successors. On the most favorable supposition, they will be acquainted with the fireside in no better shape 

than that of the sullen stove; and more probably they will have grown up amid furnace heat in houses which 

might be fancied to have their foundation over the infernal pit, whence sulphurous steams and unbreathable 

exhalations ascend through the apertures of the floor. There will be nothing to attract these poor children to 

one centre. They will never behold one another through that peculiar medium of vision the ruddy gleam of 

blazing wood or bituminous coal—-which gives the human spirit so deep an insight into its fellows and melts 

all humanity into one cordial heart of hearts. Domestic life, if it may still be termed domestic, will seek its 

separate corners, and never gather itself into groups. The easy gossip; the merry yet unambitious jest; the life-

like, practical discussion of real matters in a casual way; the soul of truth which is so often incarnated in a 

simple fireside word,—will disappear from earth. Conversation will contract the air of debate, and all mortal 

intercourse be chilled with a fatal frost. 

In classic times, the exhortation to fight "pro axis et focis," for the altars and the hearths, was considered the 

strongest appeal that could be made to patriotism. And it seemed an immortal utterance; for all subsequent 

ages and people have acknowledged its force and responded to it with the full portion of manhood that nature 

had assigned to each. Wisely were the altar and the hearth conjoined in one mighty sentence; for the hearth, 

too, had its kindred sanctity. Religion sat down beside it, not in the priestly robes which decorated and 

perhaps disguised her at the altar, but arrayed in a simple matron's garb, and uttering her lessons with the 

tenderness of a mother's voice and heart. The holy hearth! If any earthly and material thing, or rather a divine 

idea embodied in brick and mortar, might be supposed to possess the permanence of moral truth, it was this. 

All revered it. The man who did not put off his shoes upon this holy ground would have deemed it pastime to 

trample upon the altar. It has been our task to uproot the hearth. What further reform is left for our children to 

achieve, unless they overthrow the altar too? And by what appeal hereafter, when the breath of hostile armies 

may mingle with the pure, cold breezes of our country, shall we attempt to rouse up native valor? Fight for 

your hearths? There will be none throughout the land. 

Fight for your stoves! Not I, in faith. If in such a cause I strike a blow, it shall be on the invader's part; and 

Heaven grant that it may shatter the abomination all to pieces! 

It is a great revolution in social and domestic life, and no less so in the life of a secluded student, this almost 

universal exchange of the open fireplace for the cheerless and ungenial stove. On such a morning as now 

lowers around our old gray parsonage, I miss the bright face of my ancient friend, who was wont to dance 
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upon the hearth and play the part of more familiar sunshine. It is sad to turn from the cloudy sky and sombre 

landscape; from yonder hill, with its crown of rusty, black pines, the foliage of which is so dismal in the 

absence of the sun; that bleak pasture-land, and the broken surface of the potato-field, with the brown clods 

partly concealed by the snowfall of last night; the swollen and sluggish river, with ice-incrusted borders, 

dragging its bluish-gray stream along the verge of our orchard like a snake half torpid with the cold,—It is sad 

to turn from an outward scene of so little comfort and find the same sullen influences brooding within the 

precincts of my study. Where is that brilliant guest, that quick and subtle spirit, whom Prometheus lured from 

heaven to civilize mankind and cheer them in their wintry desolation; that comfortable inmate, whose smile, 

during eight months of the year, was our sufficient consolation for summer's lingering advance and early 

flight? Alas! blindly inhospitable, grudging the food that kept him cheery and mercurial, we have thrust him 

into an iron prison, and compel him to smoulder away his life on a daily pittance which once would have been 

too scanty for his breakfast. Without a metaphor, we now make our fire in an air-tight stove, and supply it 

with some half a dozen sticks of wood between dawn and nightfall. 

I never shall be reconciled to this enormity. Truly may it be said that the world looks darker for it. In one way 

or another, here and there and all around us, the inventions of mankind are fast blotting the picturesque, the 

poetic, and the beautiful out of human life. The domestic fire was a type of all these attributes, and seemed to 

bring might and majesty, and wild nature and a spiritual essence, into our in most home, and yet to dwell with 

us in such friendliness that its mysteries and marvels excited no dismay. The same mild companion that 

smiled so placidly in our faces was he that comes roaring out of AEtna and rushes madly up the sky like a 

fiend breaking loose from torment and fighting for a place among the upper angels. He it is, too, that leaps 

from cloud to cloud amid the crashing thunder-storm. It was he whom the Gheber worshipped with no 

unnatural idolatry; and it was he who devoured London and Moscow and many another famous city, and who 

loves to riot through our own dark forests and sweep across our prairies, and to whose ravenous maw, it is 

said, the universe shall one day be given as a final feast. Meanwhile he is the great artisan and laborer by 

whose aid men are enabled to build a world within a world, or, at least, to smooth down the rough creation 

which Nature flung to it. He forges the mighty anchor and every lesser instrument; he drives the steamboat 

and drags the rail-car; and it was he—this creature of terrible might, and so many-sided utility and all-

comprehensive destructiveness—that used to be the cheerful, homely friend of our wintry days, and whom we 

have made the prisoner of this iron cage. 

How kindly he was! and, though the tremendous agent of change, yet bearing himself with such gentleness, so 

rendering himself a part of all life-long and age-coeval associations, that it seemed as if he were the great 

conservative of nature. While a man was true to the fireside, so long would he be true to country and law, to 

the God whom his fathers worshipped, to the wife of his youth, and to all things else which instinct or religion 

has taught us to consider sacred. With how sweet humility did this elemental spirit perform all needful offices 

for the household in which he was domesticated! He was equal to the concoction of a grand dinner, yet 

scorned not to roast a potato or toast a bit of cheese. How humanely did he cherish the school-boy's icy 

fingers, and thaw the old man's joints with a genial warmth which almost equalled the glow of youth! And 

how carefully did he dry the cowhide boots that had trudged through mud and snow, and the shaggy outside 

garment stiff with frozen sleet! taking heed, likewise, to the comfort of the faithful dog who had followed his 

master through the storm. When did he refuse a coal to light a pipe, or even a part of his own substance to 

kindle a neighbor's fire? And then, at twilight, when laborer, or scholar, or mortal of whatever age, sex, or 

degree, drew a chair beside him and looked into his glowing face, how acute, how profound, how 

comprehensive was his sympathy with the mood of each and all! He pictured forth their very thoughts. To the 

youthful he showed the scenes of the adventurous life before them; to the aged the shadows of departed love 
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and hope; and, if all earthly things had grown distasteful, he could gladden the fireside muser with golden 

glimpses of a better world. And, amid this varied communion with the human soul, how busily would the 

sympathizer, the deep moralist, the painter of magic pictures, be causing the teakettle to boil! 

Nor did it lessen the charm of his soft, familiar courtesy and helpfulness that the mighty spirit, were 

opportunity offered him, would run riot through the peaceful house, wrap its inmates in his terrible embrace, 

and leave nothing of them save their whitened bones. This possibility of mad destruction only made his 

domestic kindness the more beautiful and touching. It was so sweet of him, being endowed with such power, 

to dwell day after day, and one long lonesome night after another, on the dusky hearth, only now and then 

betraying his wild nature by thrusting his red tongue out of the chimney-top! True, he had done much 

mischief in the world, and was pretty certain to do more; but his warm heart atoned for all. He was kindly to 

the race of man; and they pardoned his characteristic imperfections. 

The good old clergyman, my predecessor in this mansion, was well acquainted with the comforts of the 

fireside. His yearly allowance of wood, according to the terms of his settlement, was no less than sixty cords. 

Almost an annual forest was converted from sound oak logs into ashes, in the kitchen, the parlor, and this 

little study, where now an unworthy successor, not in the pastoral office, but merely in his earthly abode, sits 

scribbling beside an air-tight stove. I love to fancy one of those fireside days while the good man, a 

contemporary of the Revolution, was in his early prime, some five-and-sixty years ago. Before sunrise, 

doubtless, the blaze hovered upon the gray skirts of night and dissolved the frostwork that had gathered like a 

curtain over the small window-panes. There is something peculiar in the aspect of the morning fireside; a 

fresher, brisker glare; the absence of that mellowness which can be produced only by half-consumed logs, and 

shapeless brands with the white ashes on them, and mighty coals, the remnant of tree-trunks that the hungry, 

elements have gnawed for hours. The morning hearth, too, is newly swept, and the brazen andirons well 

brightened, so that the cheerful fire may see its face in them. Surely it was happiness, when the pastor, 

fortified with a substantial breakfast, sat down in his arm-chair and slippers and opened the Whole Body of 

Divinity, or the Commentary on Job, or whichever of his old folios or quartos might fall within the range of 

his weekly sermons. It must have been his own fault if the warmth and glow of this abundant hearth did not 

permeate the discourse and keep his audience comfortable in spite of the bitterest northern blast that ever 

wrestled with the church-steeple. He reads while the heat warps the stiff covers of the volume; he writes 

without numbness either in his heart or fingers; and, with unstinted hand, he throws fresh sticks of wood upon 

the fire. 

A parishioner comes in. With what warmth of benevolence—how should he be otherwise than warm in any of 

his attributes?—does the minister bid him welcome, and set a chair for him in so close proximity to the 

hearth, that soon the guest finds it needful to rub his scorched shins with his great red hands! The melted snow 

drips from his steaming boots and bubbles upon the hearth. His puckered forehead unravels its entanglement 

of crisscross wrinkles. We lose much of the enjoyment of fireside heat without such an opportunity of 

marking its genial effect upon those who have been looking the inclement weather in the face. In the course of 

the day our clergyman himself strides forth, perchance to pay a round of pastoral visits; or, it may he, to visit 

his mountain of a wood-pile and cleave the monstrous logs into billets suitable for the fire. He returns with 

fresher life to his beloved hearth. During the short afternoon the western sunshine comes into the study and 

strives to stare the ruddy blaze out of countenance but with only a brief triumph, soon to be succeeded by 

brighter glories of its rival. Beautiful it is to see the strengthening gleam, the deepening light that gradually 

casts distinct shadows of the human figure, the table, and the high-backed chairs upon the opposite wall, and 

at length, as twilight comes on, replenishes the room with living radiance and makes life all rose-color. Afar 
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the wayfarer discerns the flickering flame as it dances upon the windows, and hails it as a beacon-light of 

humanity, reminding him, in his cold and lonely path, that the world is not all snow, and solitude, and 

desolation. At eventide, probably, the study was peopled with the clergyman's wife and family, and children 

tumbled themselves upon the hearth-rug, and grave puss sat with her back to the fire, or gazed, with a 

semblance of human meditation, into its fervid depths. Seasonably the plenteous ashes of the day were raked 

over the mouldering brands, and from the heap came jets of flame, and an incense of night-long smoke 

creeping quietly up the chimney. 

Heaven forgive the old clergyman! In his later life, when for almost ninety winters he had been gladdened by 

the firelight,—when it had gleamed upon him from infancy to extreme age, and never without brightening his 

spirits as well as his visage, and perhaps keeping him alive so long,—he had the heart to brick up his 

chimney-place and bid farewell to the face of his old friend forever, why did he not take an eternal leave of 

the sunshine too? His sixty cords of wood had probably dwindled to a far less ample supply in modern times; 

and it is certain that the parsonage had grown crazy with time and tempest and pervious to the cold; but still it 

was one of the saddest tokens of the decline and fall of open fireplaces that, the gray patriarch should have 

deigned to warm himself at an air-tight stove. 

And I, likewise,—who have found a home in this ancient owl's-nest since its former occupant took his 

heavenward flight,—I, to my shame, have put up stoves in kitchen and parlor and chamber. Wander where 

you will about the house, not a glimpse of the earth-born, heaven-aspiring fiend of Etna,—him that sports in 

the thunder- storm, the idol of the Ghebers, the devourer of cities, the forest- rioter and prairie-sweeper, the 

future destroyer of our earth, the old chimney-corner companion who mingled himself so sociably with 

household joys and sorrows,—not a glimpse of this mighty and kindly one will greet your eyes. He is now an 

invisible presence. There is his iron cage. Touch it, and he scorches your fingers. He delights to singe a 

garment or perpetrate any other little unworthy mischief; for his temper is ruined by the ingratitude of 

mankind, for whom he cherished such warmth of feeling, and to whom he taught all their arts, even that of 

making his own prison-house. In his fits of rage he puffs volumes of smoke and noisome gas through the 

crevices of the door, and shakes the iron walls of his dungeon so as to overthrow the ornamental urn upon its 

summit. We tremble lest he should break forth amongst us. Much of his time is spent in sighs, burdened with 

unutterable grief, and long drawn through the funnel. He amuses himself, too, with repeating all the whispers, 

the moans, and the louder utterances or tempestuous howls of the wind; so that the stove becomes a 

microcosm of the aerial world. Occasionally there are strange combinations of sounds,—voices talking almost 

articulately within the hollow chest of iron,—insomuch that fancy beguiles me with the idea that my firewood 

must have grown in that infernal forest of lamentable trees which breathed their complaints to Dante. When 

the listener is half asleep he may readily take these voices for the conversation of spirits and assign them an 

intelligible meaning. Anon there is a pattering noise,—drip, drip, drip,—as if a summer shower were falling 

within the narrow circumference of the stove. 

These barren and tedious eccentricities are all that the air-tight stove can bestow in exchange for the 

invaluable moral influences which we have lost by our desertion of the open fireplace. Alas! is this world so 

very bright that we can afford to choke up such a domestic fountain of gladsomeness, and sit down by its 

darkened source without being conscious of a gloom? 

It is my belief that social intercourse cannot long continue what it has been, now that we have subtracted from 

it so important and vivifying an element as firelight. The effects will be more perceptible on our children and 
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the generations that shall succeed them than on ourselves, the mechanism of whose life may remain 

unchanged, though its spirit be far other than it was. The sacred trust of the household fire has been 

transmitted in unbroken succession from the earliest ages, and faithfully cherished in spite of every 

discouragement such as the curfew law of the Norman conquerors, until in these evil days physical science 

has nearly succeeded in extinguishing it. But we at least have our youthful recollections tinged with the glow 

of the hearth, and our life-long habits and associations arranged on the principle of a mutual bond in the 

domestic fire. Therefore, though the sociable friend be forever departed, yet in a degree he will be spiritually 

present with us; and still more will the empty forms which were once full of his rejoicing presence continue to 

rule our manners. We shall draw our chairs together as we and our forefathers have been wont for thousands 

of years back, and sit around some blank and empty corner of the room, babbling with unreal cheerfulness of 

topics suitable to the homely fireside. A warmth from the past—from the ashes of bygone years and the 

raked-up embers of long ago—will sometimes thaw the ice about our hearts; but it must be otherwise with our 

successors. On the most favorable supposition, they will be acquainted with the fireside in no better shape 

than that of the sullen stove; and more probably they will have grown up amid furnace heat in houses which 

might be fancied to have their foundation over the infernal pit, whence sulphurous steams and unbreathable 

exhalations ascend through the apertures of the floor. There will be nothing to attract these poor children to 

one centre. They will never behold one another through that peculiar medium of vision the ruddy gleam of 

blazing wood or bituminous coal—-which gives the human spirit so deep an insight into its fellows and melts 

all humanity into one cordial heart of hearts. Domestic life, if it may still be termed domestic, will seek its 

separate corners, and never gather itself into groups. The easy gossip; the merry yet unambitious jest; the life-

like, practical discussion of real matters in a casual way; the soul of truth which is so often incarnated in a 

simple fireside word,—will disappear from earth. Conversation will contract the air of debate, and all mortal 

intercourse be chilled with a fatal frost. 

In classic times, the exhortation to fight "pro axis et focis," for the altars and the hearths, was considered the 

strongest appeal that could be made to patriotism. And it seemed an immortal utterance; for all subsequent 

ages and people have acknowledged its force and responded to it with the full portion of manhood that nature 

had assigned to each. Wisely were the altar and the hearth conjoined in one mighty sentence; for the hearth, 

too, had its kindred sanctity. Religion sat down beside it, not in the priestly robes which decorated and 

perhaps disguised her at the altar, but arrayed in a simple matron's garb, and uttering her lessons with the 

tenderness of a mother's voice and heart. The holy hearth! If any earthly and material thing, or rather a divine 

idea embodied in brick and mortar, might be supposed to possess the permanence of moral truth, it was this. 

All revered it. The man who did not put off his shoes upon this holy ground would have deemed it pastime to 

trample upon the altar. It has been our task to uproot the hearth. What further reform is left for our children to 

achieve, unless they overthrow the altar too? And by what appeal hereafter, when the breath of hostile armies 

may mingle with the pure, cold breezes of our country, shall we attempt to rouse up native valor? Fight for 

your hearths? There will be none throughout the land. 

Fight for your stoves! Not I, in faith. If in such a cause I strike a blow, it shall be on the invader's part; and 

Heaven grant that it may shatter the abomination all to pieces! 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne/short-story/fire-worship 

https://americanliterature.com/author/nathaniel-hawthorne/short-story/fire-worship
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Prepared to kill: Some ideas to debate 

Original: Eduardo Angulo (2017) Preparados para matar: algunas ideas para el debate. Translated and 

adapted by Julio Nicanor Ozores, M.D. 

“…the proper application of Darwinian thinking to human issues- of mind, language, knowledge, and ethics, 

for instance- illuminates them in ways that have always eluded the traditional approaches, recasting ancient 

problems and pointing to their solution.” 

Darwin’s Dangerous Idea, by Daniel Dennett, 1995 

This series of articles will discuss killing – homicides, assassinations, wars and executions – from a 

biological, evolutionary standpoint. As a preamble, I would like to remind the reader – at the same time that I 

remind myself as the writer – that the culture, history and ideology of both the reader and the writer have an 

impact on the interpretation of hypotheses and theories – and even on which facts are chosen to be taken into 

account. In the case of this series of articles, above all I will strive to be mindful of how my personal 

circumstances have an impact on these reflections. 

 

In the film Anzio, Robert Mitchum plays the protagonist, a cynical war veteran and journalist. Towards the 

end of the film, speaking to a decommissioned general, Mitchum’s character states “…men kill because they 

like it”. This is followed by several (not altogether cogent) explanations of his assertion. I have always been 

fascinated by the fact that, even as we emphasize minding the fifth commandment, thou shalt not kill, we kill 

all the time. The Bible clarifies in Exodus 23:7, “…do not kill the innocent and righteous. For I will not 

justify the wicked”, making a more precise point about when we must kill and when not. 

https://culturacientifica.com/2017/02/13/preparados-matar-algunas-ideas-debate/
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As I write these lines, people are suffering violent death in many parts of the world, whether their inhabitants 

deem their world as civilized or not. Humans kill and have killed each other in all cultures, places and times. 

The question is why we do it. 

In the United States there were 13,636 homicides in 2009. Nearly 88 million people died as a result of the 

wars of the twentieth century, 54 million of whom were civilians. Amongst hunter-gatherer tribes, whose way 

of life is closer to that of all humans thousands of years ago, 13 % of men (according to archeologists) or 15 

% (according to current ethnography) perish in war. Amongst the Yanomamo of the Amazon, 20 to 30 % of 

men die violently. 

These are just some of the statistics that illustrate the magnitude of violence that our species inflicts upon 

itself. We may add that, although some of these deaths may be have been to mental disorders, alcohol, drugs 

or similar factors, most cases of violent behavior in our species are not aberrations, but the behavior of 

ordinary people. Wars and homicides are habitual, typical human behavior. 

The ambitious physician, Harold Shipman, and how statistics belatedly shed light on his crimes 

 

Portrait of Harold Shipman 
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The story of Harold Frederick Shipman, an English general practitioner who near the end of his life became 

known as a serial killer, is the first of several case studies in this series that aim to illustrate the human 

capacity for killing. Although Dr. Shipman’s case is extreme, it is an example of how a well-respected, 

apparently ordinary man was capable of an enormity of crimes. Suspected of the murder of hundreds, he was 

convicted to fifteen consecutive life sentences for the murder of fifteen of his latter victims. He committed 

suicide in 2004 confined to his cell in Wakefield prison. He never admitted guilt, did not divulge how many 

people he had killed, nor what were his motives for having done so. 

Dr. Shipman was born in Nottingham in 1946, where he went to medical school, later studying at the 

University of Leeds. He became a resident physician at Bodington Hall Faculty of Medicine, where he met his 

future wife, Primrose May Oxotoby. They married in 1966 and had four children. After finishing his medical 

education, Dr. Shipman began to practice medicine at Pontefract Hospital near Leeds (where some suspect 

his killing began) and later worked in penitentiary settings, where, again, it is suspected that he killed several 

patients. 

Early signs of trouble surfaced in 1975, when, denounced by colleagues, he was censured and fined for 

forging pethidine prescriptions for his personal use (pethidine, or Demerol, is a synthetic opioid considered 

to be less addicting than morphine). After completing a program at a detox center, he was declared fit to 

resume practicing medicine. 

In 1985, Allen Massey, the undertaker at a local funeral home, confronted Dr Shipman with unusual features 

of his practice and with the peculiar circumstances of his patient’s deaths. Firstly, Dr Shipman had a greater 

proportion of patients die than one would expect. Many of them died while fully dressed, sitting on their 

couch at home. Many had not been considered gravely ill before their death. Moreover, Dr. Shipman seemed 

to be very often present at the time of death. But Dr. Shipman, offering his medical records for inspection, 

managed to convince Massey that there was nothing untoward. 

Shipman moved from one position to the next, always leaving a favorable impression, and finally ended up in 

Hyde, near Manchester, where he established his own private clinic in 1993. Suspicion then rose again, just 

across the street from his clinic, where physicians from the Brooke Clinic remarked on the excess of deaths in 

Shipman’s practice. But again, proving wrongdoing was difficult. 

He finally came under sustained legal suspicion for serious misdeeds in 1998. It started when Doctor Linda 

Reynolds expressed concern to the South Manchester coroner, John Pollard. Dr. Reynolds had noticed that 

Shipman’s patients suffered an unusually high mortality, that patients who died while under his care were 

cremated more frequently than usual, and that most of them – up to 80% – were older women. Pollard agreed 

that Shipman seemed to be killing his patients, although he could not say whether this was due to negligence, 

or murder. The police conducted a perfunctory investigation, and the case was closed after one month, due to 

lack of evidence. 

It was the death of his last victim, Kathleen Grundy, that re-opened his case later that year. Ms. Grundy was 

a well-known personality, having been at one time the mayor of Hyde. She had received a home visit from Dr 

Shipman on the day of her death at the age of 81. Dr. Shipman, signing her death certificate, certified the 

cause of death as “ old age.” 
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Ms. Grundy’s daughter, Angela Woodruff, a lawyer, soon learned that her mother had changed her will, 

leaving her savings to Dr. Shipman. The will document was sloppily typed and poorly redacted. Ms. Grundy 

had not owned a typewriter. Ms. Woodruff turned to the police and managed to arrange for the exhumation of 

her mother’s cadaver. Analysis revealed an overdose of morphine, apparently administered about three hours 

before her death – a time that coincided with Shipman’s visit. He was arrested on September 7, 1998. The 

typewriter that had been used to forge Ms. Grundy’s will was found in his home. 

The police then centered their investigation on the last 15 patients who had died while under Shipman’s care. 

All 15 had traces of morphine in their remains. With this information at hand, Dr Shipman was charged, and 

in October 1999 his trial commenced. A policeman who had questioned Shipman testified that he was a 

difficult, arrogant man, who tried to control the interrogations and mocked the police, taking the process a 

contest where his superior intellect would surely emerge victorious. But Shipman was found guilty and 

sentenced to 15 consecutive life sentences, one for each of his known, latter victims. The judge added a 

recommendation that he never be paroled. Shipman never confessed any culpability. On January 13, 2004, 

one day before his 58th birthday, he committed suicide in his cell. 

Shipman had been very close to his mother, who had died at the age of 43, when Shipman was only 17. In 

some ways his mother had passed away as his victims would in years to come: She died at home, where her 

physician had been administering morphine for cancer pain. Most of Shipman’s murders would follow a 

similar pattern: During a home visit some weekday afternoon, morphine or heroin would be administered, but 

this time in overdoses meant to kill. The patient would be found dead shortly after the doctor had left – or 

sometimes would expire while he was present. The cause of death would be certified as a heart attack, a 

stroke, or simply, old age. The family of the decedent accepted that the death was due to natural causes, and, 

upon the recommendation of the physician, often had the body cremated. 

After Shipman’s suicide a British governmental investigation, presided by judge Janet Smith, estimated that 

Shipman had murdered some 250 of the 454 patients who had died while under his care. The report 

concluded with recommendation to restructure the practice of medicine, based upon the troubling aspects of 

Dr. Shipman’s record that should not have been overlooked, such as the excessive use of morphine, a pattern 

of home visits shortly before the death of patients, a disproportionate percentage of elderly women amongst 

the decedent, a disproportionate percentage of cremations, etc. The report also made recommendations to 

address systemic issues such as the risks of solo medical practices, improving official response to complaints 

regarding physicians, updating the role of forensic specialists, etc. It was clear that many protocols 

regulating medical practice in Great Britain had to be revised – remarkably, a salutary review prompted by 

the crimes of a serial killer. 

Statistical studies followed that shed further light on the case by comparing Dr. Shipman’s record with those 

of other physicians. Richard Baker, of the University of Leicester, conducted a study upon the 

recommendations of a medical council, regarding the pattern of deaths certified by Dr Shipman in his 24 

years of practice. Shipman certified nine times more death certificates that other doctors in his locality and 

listed the cause of death as “old age” eight times as frequently. Most of his patients died between 2 PM and 4 

PM, whereas the patients of other doctors died at random times during the day. The family members of other 

doctor’s patients were present at the time of death in about 80% of the cases, but only in about 40% of Dr 

Shipman’s. His patients died rapidly, 60% within half an hour, while only 23% of other physician’s patients 

died so quickly. Dr Shipman was recorded as being present during the death of 19 % of his patients, while 
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less than 1% of other doctors were. Overall, if Dr. Shipman was the physician of record, the risk of sudden 

death surpassed the risk of sudden death associated with smoking. Richard Baker concluded that Shipman 

had killed 236 patients. 

For reasons unknown, the medical profession, closely followed by nursing and to a lesser degree dentistry, is 

marred by the greatest number of serial killers amongst its practitioners (mere access to lethal means is not a 

sufficient explanation – for example, veterinary medicine does not carry this peculiar taint). One must 

exercise caution in getting medical care! 

Regarding the use of statistics, we can see that even applying its methods, it is not easy to detect a medical 

serial killer. If one only considers the overall numbers, a red flag may not stand out: Shipman had about 3000 

patients concurrently, so the death of 15 to 20 of them during his latter career may not have reached 

statistical significance. Remarkably, it took the forgery of Kathleen Grundy’s will to give him away. 

Not having any personal experience in killing, it has been my intellectual formation and interest that have led 

me to apply concepts of evolutionary biology and psychology to examine what mental functions are 

manifested in violence that can lead to killing. Very generally, the principal hypothesis is that violent 

behavior served individuals in ancestral environments to gain resources to reproduce. A tendency to violence 

could then become a selective advantage in the evolutionary process. And thus, as an evolutionary advantage, 

it has reached us in our day and age. 

The two reproductive objectives that our ancestors pursued, and that we continue to pursue, are survival and 

reproduction proper. Firstly, survival is necessary to reproduce, and for survival food, shelter and a safe 

enough environment are needed. As such, many conflicts within groups and between groups were due to the 

scarcity of resources needed for survival. Let us remember a scene from the first part of 2001, A Space 

Odyssey, by Stanley Kubrick, to get a sense of this struggle – depicting, in the case of the film, the struggle 

for food and water. 

The second objective is obtaining a mate, which is the primary resource for reproduction. Depending on 

circumstances, the means that facilitate obtaining a mate may differ. For example, controlling territory rich in 

resources, having allies that can aid in defense, enjoying high social status, possessing weapons, or goods that 

require manufacture, such as clothing, precious objects, adornments, accessories, etc. In recent centuries, we 

may add, possessing money – which may not buy happiness, but certainly helps to secure resources needed 

for evolutionary success. Some of these resources may not further survival per se, nor the procuring of mates, 

but instead create the capacity to inspire fear and respect. This is the payoff of having weapons and high 

status. Consequently, men in competition are more prone to violence than women. What is more, those same 

features may, in turn, become attractive to women, because they themselves may have been selected to choose 

men whose proneness to competitive violence procures children with more resources. 

Cain and his brother Abel 
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Cain and Abel 

from “Speculum Humanae Salvationis” 

Murder makes its appearance very early in the Bible – witness the drama of Cain and Abel, which unfolds 

just barely after the story of humankind begins: 

Genesis 4: 2-14; King James Version 

And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground. 

And in process of time it came to pass, that Cain brought of the fruit of the ground an offering unto the 

LORD. And Abel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and of the fat thereof. And the LORD had 

respect unto Abel and to his offering: But unto Cain and to his offering he had not respect. And Cain was very 

wroth, and his countenance fell. 
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And the LORD said unto Cain, Why art thou wroth? and why is thy countenance fallen? If thou doest well, 

shalt thou not be accepted? and if thou doest not well, sin lieth at the door. And unto thee shall be his desire, 

and thou shalt rule over him. 

And Cain talked with Abel his brother: and it came to pass, when they were in the field, that Cain rose up 

against Abel his brother, and slew him. 

And the LORD said unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not: Am I my brother’s 

keeper? 

In very general terms then, a propensity to violence has been selected because it leads to obtaining resources 

and achieving reproduction. Such violence has been mostly that of young men against each other. But also, if 

women find dominant and aggressive men (consequently, resource-rich men) attractive, this would suggest 

that, ultimately, both sexes have contributed to the evolution of violence in our species. 

The difference between the sexes in relation to violence relates to the difference in the behavioral objectives 

tied to reproduction. Men compete with other men for sexual access to as many women as possible, aiming to 

bequeath more of their genes to subsequent generations. But men must also dedicate resources to their mates 

during her pregnancy, during the early care and breastfeeding of infants, and generally, to the development of 

their children. Thus, men’s objectives are twofold – obtaining more mates, but also ensuring that their 

offspring, which carry their genes, are successful. 

Women, on the other hand, do not waste their resources in disputing access to more men. Rather they dedicate 

effort in finding a mate with good reproductive value, that is, a young and healthy man, that can contribute 

with his resources to the care and growth of their children. Men tend to seek short term mating, while women 

seek longer term mating that includes the goal of caring for children in the longer term. 

All this being said, we must remember that the environment in which our ancestors lived was very different 

from the one humanity shares today. Thus, the selective forces that acted upon on tendencies to violence may 

not operate today. Killing in our culture is not defensible except in very specific situations. Still, we should 

not forget that sanctioned killing remains – we still have armies and, in many countries, still have the death 

penalty. 

One of the most violent behaviors typical of our species is war, that is, violent confrontations between human 

groups, confrontations that one could call “official”. Human groups make war possible. But in order for 

groups to have arisen, cooperative, empathic relationships between individuals was necessary. Without prior 

cooperation, there could be no subsequent war – at most, there would have been only combat between 

individuals. As we can see, tendencies to both violence and to cooperation, selected by the evolutionary 

process, are flip sides of the same behavioral tendencies of our species. Perhaps the only way to control and 

even end interpersonal violence will be by the fostering and development of cooperative, empathic and 

altruistic behaviors. 
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Finally, debating which tendencies toward violent behavior are biological adaptations and which are not, I 

propose that all acts of violence are rooted in an evolutionary history related to resource acquisition. But then, 

as happens with other evolutionary processes, tendencies towards violence which were selected for one 

purpose may be selected and recombined anew for other purposes. 
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Cultivation 

by Dorothea Tanning 

 

Issue no. 191 (Winter 2009) 

Cultivating people can be arduous,  

With results as uncertain as weather.  

Try oysters, meerkats, turnips, mice.  

My mouse field was a triumph of  

Cultivation—pink noses poking  

Through quilts of loam, scampering  

In the furrows—until the falling  

Dwarves (it was that time of year)  

Began landing on my field. Fear for  

Its harvest had me down on hands  

And knees muttering, “Not here,”  

My nails clawed at tangles of fat  

Dwarves crushing mouse families.  

Then, unbelievably, it was over.  

By morning every dwarf, maddened  

By nibbling mice, had fled the field.  

Now, as before, each day, dozens  

Of perfect mice leave for the city.  

There, they have made many friends  

Among computers, and with them  

Are developing skills inconceivable  

To their forebears. Already, these  

Cultivated mice and their computers  

Penetrate guilty secrets. Soon they will  

Prevail over the turmoil that defines  

This darkest of ages. And they will  

Find me, asleep in my cave.  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=574b1376b3&e=d538c8f2e0 
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In Transit: Neil Gaiman Reads His Touching Tribute to the Lonely Genius Arthur Eddington, Who 

Confirmed Einstein’s Relativity 

“To see the world beyond the skies, to know the mind behind the eyes…” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

Arthur 

Eddington 
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“You have got a boy mixed of most kindly elements, as perhaps Shakespeare might say. His rapidly and 

clearly working mind has not in the least spoiled his character,” a school principal wrote at the end of the 

nineteenth century to the mother of a lanky quiet teenager who would grow up to be the great English 

astronomer Sir Arthur Stanley Eddington (December 28, 1882–November 22, 1944) and who would 

catapult Albert Einstein into celebrity by confirming his relativity theory in his historic eclipse expedition of 

May 29, 1919. 

The centennial of that landmark event, which revolutionized science and united a war-torn humanity under 

one sky of cosmic truth, was the subject of the third Universe in Verse — the charitable celebration of science 

through poetry I host each spring at Pioneer Works — and as has been our annual tradition, we had the great 

honor of an original poem for the occasion by one of the great storytellers of our time: Neil Gaiman. 

Born into a family descended from the first Quakers and stretching back four generations of farmers, Stanley 

— as his mother and sister always called him — learned the multiplication table before he could read and 

tasked himself with counting the letters of the Bible. By the age of ten, this unusual child who was and would 

remain very much his own person had observed most of the sky with a 3-inch telescope his headmaster had 

loaned him. 

At twenty, after winning a series of mathematics competitions and scholarships, Eddington entered Trinity 

College, where he was immediately immersed in the cult of Newton. His peers would later remember him as 

extremely quiet and reserved, exuding formidable powers of concentration. (Later in life, his awkwardness 

and aloofness would make some of his students perceive him as arrogant.) In 1904, while Einstein was 

finalizing his special relativity, the 22-year-old Eddington became the first second-year Trinity student to rise 

to the top of the undergraduate student body in mathematics — a position known as Senior Wrangler and 

regarded at the time as “the greatest intellectual achievement attainable in Britain.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
http://pioneerworks.org/science
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Two of Eddington’s photographs from his historic eclipse observation, proving Einstein right and Newton 

wrong. 

At Trinity, Eddington met Charles Trimble. A classmate who also came from a working-class background, 

this pensive-looking youth with gentle features and neatly combed black hair soon became his most intimate 

friend. Eddington was an avid cyclist and usually rode alone, but he began going on long rides with Charles, 

talking about mathematics and literature. Only in Charles’s company, he deviated from his Quaker discipline 

and took the occasional cheerful drink, smoked the occasional cigarette, went to the theater and the newborn 

cinema. 

Charles eventually took a mathematics post and spiraled into mental illness. Eddington never married, never 

had another intimate bond. He lived out his days with his sister, Winifred, who also never married. I picture 

him Turing-like — in his genius, in his misapprehended awkwardness, in his loneliness and heartbreak. 

That invisible private side to the public genius is what Gaiman takes up with empathic perceptiveness and 

great tenderness in his poem, celebrating what he calls these “twin suns” of Eddington’s life and, through the 

diffraction that is all great art, celebrating the twin suns of the public self and the private self, of genius and 

loneliness, of intellectual heroism and emotional heartbreak, that shine in varying degrees on every human 

life. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/17/alan-turing-morcom-letters/
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IN TRANSIT (for Arthur Eddington) 

by Neil Gaiman 

1. 

To find the many in the one 

he sweated under foreign skies 

to see the stars behind the sun. 

So space and time were now undone 

reality was undisguised. 

We found the many in the one. 

There is no photograph, not one, 

that shows the mind behind the eyes. 

He saw the stars behind the sun. 

Not with a sword, or knife, or gun, 

a simple picture severed ties. 

He found the many in the one. 

Light bends around us. So we run, 

as gravity reclassifies 

the stars we saw behind the sun. 

To see the world beyond the skies, 

to know the mind behind the eyes, 

To find the many in the one 

he showed us stars behind the sun. 

2. 

Unfucked, or anyway retiring, 

in the awkward sense. Retirement will never be an option. 

The gruff gentleman with the cap who understands 

what the numbers mean 

remembers a bicycle ride when he was younger. 

The smoke of the cigarettes he does not smoke kicks at his lungs 

mixing with the buzz of the booze he doesn’t ever drink 

a convivial pint after the ride into the country gave him such a thirst. 

And afterwards they lay on their back in the stubble 

staring up at the stars. Together. All the stars 
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Countable as the words in a Bible, 

countable as the hairs on his friend’s head, 

all accountable, and that is why they never truly touched. 

The shadow of prison or disgrace perhaps moving between them 

like the shadow of an eclipse. 

And, in another life, at another time, 

to see the stars behind the sun, 

he takes his photographs 

fighting the cloud cover. Becoming 

the thing that happened in Principe. 

when he proved that the German was right, 

that light had weight, 

half a year after the Armistice. 

A populariser, but not courting popularity. 

Somewhen a boy is counting stars. 

Somewhen a man is photographing light. 

Somewhen his finger strokes the stubble on another’s cheek, 

and for a moment everything is relative. 

Complement with Gaiman’s superb original poems from the first two years of The Universe in Verse — “The 

Mushroom Hunters” (2017), a subversive celebration of the history of women in science, which won the 

Rhysling Award for Best Long Poem; and “After Silence” (2018), a tribute to the life and legacy of Rachel 

Carson — then revisit the touching, improbable story of how Eddington confirmed relativity. 

For more wonder and beauty from The Universe in Verse, savor astrophysicist Janna Levin reading “A Brave 

and Startling Truth” by Maya Angelou, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” by Walt Whitman, 

and “Planetarium” by Adrienne Rich, Regina Spektor reading “Theories of Everything” by the astronomer, 

poet, and tragic genius Rebecca Elson, Amanda Palmer reading “Hubble Photographs” by Adrienne Rich, and 

astronomer Natalie Batalha reading “Renascence” by Edna St. Vincent Millay. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-

eddington/?mc_cid=aa1f6c0f20&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/26/the-mushroom-hunters-neil-gaiman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/after-silence-neil-gaiman-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/29/eddington-einstein-janna-levin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/31/astrophysicist-janna-levin-reads-when-i-heard-the-learnd-astronomer-walt-whitman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/29/regina-spektor-reads-rebecca-elson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/26/amanda-palmer-hubble-photographs-adrienne-rich/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/08/03/the-universe-in-verse-natalie-batalha-edna-st-vincent-millay/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/?mc_cid=aa1f6c0f20&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/29/in-transit-neil-gaiman-eddington/?mc_cid=aa1f6c0f20&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Art of Making Debts 

Accounting for an Obsession in 19th-Century France 

By Erika Vause 

Being in debt was once an artful promenade — the process of eluding creditors through disguise and deceit. 

Erika Vause explores a forgotten financial history: the pervasive humor that once accompanied the literature 

and visual culture of debt. 

 

Philippus Jacobus Brepols, “Credit is dead; the bad payers killed him”, a letterpress print from the first half of 

the 19th century — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#erika-vause
https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/collection/RP-P-OB-201.947
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“Tell me what you borrow, and I’ll tell you who you are…”1 

— Physiologie de l’argent par un débiteur 

“The art of making debts and not paying them back”, wrote French humorist Emile Marco de Saint-Hilaire, 

“is one of the bases of the social order”.2 This opening aphorism served as the guiding argument for Saint-

Hilaire’s 1827 L’Art de payer ses dettes et de satisfaire ses créanciers sans débourser un sou [The art of 

paying debts and satisfying creditors without spending a dime]. Presented as the deathbed advice of a crafty 

aristocratic uncle who had survived the tumults of the 1789 Revolution while elegantly dodging his debts, 

Saint-Hilaire’s book preached the virtues of perennial indebtedness for individuals and nation-states alike. 

“The more debts one has”, Saint-Hilaire explained, “the more credit. The more creditors, the more 

resources”.3 Unfortunately, many creditors remained stubbornly unenlightened about the benefits of never 

receiving their money back. Hence, in his book, Saint-Hilaire encouraged debtors to mobilize an arsenal of 

techniques and tricks, ranging from mastery of disguise to an exacting knowledge of every legal loophole, to 

ensure the credit economy continued to function as it should. 

Saint-Hilaire was not alone in his debt-shirking evangelism. The “art of making debts”, as Saint-Hilaire and 

others referred to it, spawned an entire genre of tongue-in-cheek how-to guides and occupied a central place 

in the whimsical illustrations of awkward encounters between creditors and debtors sketched by some of the 

era’s most famous artists. Even in our finance-obsessed present, it is difficult to understand just how 

fascinating, and how occasionally hilarious, nineteenth-century French society seemed to find debt. The most 

familiar reflection of this absorption lies in the era’s literature. In the novels of Balzac, Flaubert, and Dumas, 

debt served as a central plot device, and one almost inevitably associated with tragedy: it revealed secret 

appetites, ruined ancient families, and subjected the virtuous poor to the depredations of usurers. Yet the art of 

making debts, embodied in works like Saint-Hilaire’s, treated the relationship between creditors and debtors 

not as innately devastating but rather as a cat-and-mouse game at once humorous and deeply revealing of the 

contradictory nature of the democratic and industrial revolutions. 

At the dawn of the nineteenth century, France was a country held together by chains of credit and debt that 

bound workers to employers and producers to consumers. Peasants strained under hefty mortgages. Merchants 

relied on promissory notes and bills of exchange to buy and sell. Aristocrats ran up bills with their tailors and 

booters. Workers hocked their meager possessions at municipal pawnshops. Thousands of people were 

incarcerated each year when they couldn’t pay up, held at the private request of their creditors. Thousands 

more filed for bankruptcy before the nation’s commercial courts, undergoing a process fraught with social and 

legal dishonor. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn3
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A lithograph by Cham (Charles Amédée de Noé) titled “A creditor in too much of a hurry”, 1840 — Source. 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/un-creancier-trop-presse-la-mode-le-21-mars-1840
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Physiology of money by a debtor, 1840 — Source. 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8530284h/f01.item
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Historians of credit have argued that its logic was not entirely, or even primarily, financial. Laurence 

Fontaine, for instance, has described early modern credit as a “moral economy”, meaning that it relied on 

highly personal judgements of character.4 Relations of credit were relations of power. In French eighteenth-

century aristocratic culture, as historian Clare Crowston has argued, credit operated according to an “economy 

of regard” in which the very word “credit” more frequently referred to status or reputation than it did to a 

monetary transaction.5 This meaning did not disappear with the dawn of the nineteenth century. By the middle 

of the century, Marx and Engels would famously describe capitalism in The Communist Manifesto as having 

“pitilessly torn asunder the motley feudal ties that bound man to his ‘natural superiors’”, to leave “no other 

nexus between man and man than naked self-interest, than callous ‘cash payment’”.6 Yet, on the cusp of 

finance capitalism’s transformation into a complex system of almost staggering abstraction, debt and credit 

were vividly personal, and the reduction of relationships to monetary exchange was something still quite 

tangible. 

 

Charles Malbran, “Credit is dead; the bad payers killed him”, 1875 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn6
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b6938528z.item
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The French Revolution of 1789 had represented a seismic shift in understandings of wealth. In what historian 

Rafe Blaufarb has termed “the Great Demarcation”, the revolutionaries had carved out of the incredibly 

complicated patchwork of feudal traditions of ownership a more or less coherent understanding of liberal 

private property based on notions of possessive individualism.7 Napoleon’s 1804 Civil Code placed the 

inalienable right to private property at the foundation of French society. Under such rigid notions of property, 

those who owed — rather than owned — could easily be regarded as criminals. Indeed, not only were 

Napoleonic laws infamously punitive to debtors, but popular prints like the much-reproduced “Crédit est mort 

– les mauvais payeurs l’ont tué” (Credit is dead – the bad payers killed him) testify to this attitude. In the 

various versions of this image that circulated across the eighteenth and nineteenth century, the murdered body 

of Credit, the “good fellow”, lies surrounded by an artist, musician, and soldiers armed with swords. In the 

background, an industrious knife-grinder toils away, unaffected by Credit’s demise because he, unlike these 

foppish debtors, paid with his hard-earned cash. 

This insistence on contractual agreements and punctuality in paying debts did not mean that the “economy of 

regard” had vanished. Moreover, the tumultuous events of the French Revolution itself — which had included 

the confiscation of land from aristocrats and the Catholic Church, protracted war, a disastrous experiment 

with paper money that spiraled into inflation, and national bankruptcy — had revealed the fragile bases of 

private fortunes. Simultaneously instructed in the virtues of a new socioeconomic paradigm and presented 

with dramatic evidence of its arbitrary and even absurd character, French people eagerly sought guidance, and 

perhaps also comic relief. 

The “art of making debts” grew out of attempts to make the new post-revolutionary financial world more 

legible. In early nineteenth-century French cities, an emerging culture of print and press democratized 

aristocratic savoir-faire and produced guides for navigating a newly mobile social order. Panoramic literature, 

including “tableaux” and “physiologies”, offered readers accessible knowledge of the various urban “types” 

with which the public could navigate a bewildering new world where traditional wisdom might be of little 

help. Saint-Hilaire’s book, as well as Jacques-Gilbert Ymbert’s L'art de faire des dettes and L’art de 

promener ses créanciers (The art of making debts and The art of giving creditors the run-around), Maurice 

Alhoy’s Physiologie du débiteur et du créancier (Physiology of the debtor and creditor) and the 

anonymously-written Physiologie de l’argent par un débiteur (Physiology of money by a debtor) provided 

humorous guides to the people, places, and practices of the post-Revolutionary financial system. Authors and 

illustrators also illuminated a country torn between an older aristocratic culture of extravagance, where the 

payment of debts to one’s social inferiors was considered at best unimportant and at worst taboo, and a new 

bourgeois society based on contractual obligation and legal equality. 

Fundamental to this “art of making debts” was mastery of the “promenade” or “run around”. As Jacques-

Gilbert Ymbert explained in his 1824 L’art de promener ses créanciers, “the goal of the promenade is to bore 

the creditor, to bring him to such a state of fatigue and annoyance that, out of breath, spent, and under 

pressure, he at last despairs of his repayment and renounces the pursuit”.8 The full run-around often took 

years, and the process entailed careful preparation on the part of debtors. They were encouraged to rent top-

floor apartments with windows facing the street (“a creditor who has breached five flights of stairs arrives at 

your door tired, out of breath: it’s not money he needs, it’s a chair”) and to furnish their living quarters with 

strange and eccentric devices, preferably new technologies, that would divert the attention of a visiting 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn8
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creditor away from financial matters.9 More drastically, the manuals proposed changes of physical 

appearance. Recommendations included wigs, beards, fake noses, various forms of disfigurement, extreme 

weight gain and weight loss, even diseases. 

Patience was the true secret to a successful “promenade”. Ymbert drew up a helpful table, for debtors to 

memorize “like the Pythagorean theorem”, that provided a scientific estimate of how long a promenade would 

have to be (in years and in distance) to satisfy a given creditor, as well as how many pairs of shoes a creditor 

would wear out in the process.10 

 

A table from Ymbert’s L'art de faire des dettes suivi par L’art de promener ses créanciers, 1825. The first 

column reads: “Degree of ordinary creditor’s patience”. The second column reads: “Distance he must be led 

so that he gives up”. The third column reads: “Pairs of shoes he will wear out.” The fourth column reads: 

“Estimate of distance traveled, as part of earth’s circumference / by time” — Source. 

Writers cautioned debtors to avoid chance encounters with their creditors at all costs. As Ymbert explained, 

the result of meeting a creditor in the street could be catastrophic: 

It erases the effects of six months of promenade and gives the debt all the freshness that it had lost . . . Naked, 

exposed to the reproaches of your creditor . . . you stutter, you make promises. Your creditor’s strength grows 

from your weakness, and he is reborn, throwing himself at you with all the energy he had lost.11 

Illustrators, meanwhile, seized on such meetings as fodder for their sketches. Whether on the street, in a 

house, or seated alongside each other on the omnibus, interactions between debtors and creditors were 

apparently deemed hilarious. Honoré Daumier drew several iterations of a “creditor’s visit” where a shabby 

creditor approaches a half-awake young man in luxurious pajamas demanding his money. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn10
https://www.google.com/books/edition/L_Art_de_faire_des_dettes_suivi_de_l_art/l0hVAAAAcAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn11
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Honoré Daumier, “Morning visit from a creditor concerning the boots”, ca. 1840 — Source. 

Meanwhile, Frédéric Bouchot’s 1842 series “Les Débiteurs et les Créanciers” portrayed interactions between 

twelve different creditors and their debtors, each labeled with the profession of the creditor, from clockmaker 

and furniture merchant to jeweler and innkeeper. In “le tapissier” (the upholsterer), the creditor kicks down a 

debtor’s door. In another, “le bottier” (the bootmaker), an elegant but only half-dressed young man fights over 

a shoe with a much shabbier-looking bootmaker. 

 

Frédéric Bouchot, “Le tapissier” (upholsterer), a print from Frédéric Bouchot’s 12-part series “Debtors and 

Creditors”, 1844. The caption reads: “A customer who doesn’t let in a creditor who wants to be admitted” 

— Source. 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/visite-matinale-d-un-creancier-a-propos-de-bottes-ndeg4#infos-principales
https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/le-tapissier-4-iff-61#infos-principales
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“Le bottier” (bootmaker), a print from Frédéric Bouchot’s 12-part series “Debtors and Creditors”, 1844 

— Source 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/le-bottier-7-iff-61
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The French public must have delighted in depictions of these awkward and all-too-familiar encounters, but 

these satires resonated more deeply as well, reflecting a keen awareness of the absurdities of wealth and 

inequality. Debtors’ manuals were avowedly designed not for the “general population who makes debts left 

and right”, but rather for the “proper gentleman” (an homme comme il faut).12 In L'art de faire des dettes, 

Ymbert described this figure as a dispossessed aristocrat. As victims of the nation’s turbulent decades, they 

were entitled to a certain standard of luxury as their birthright. “You were brought up to occupy a certain 

position in society”, Ymbert assured his readers, “unforeseeable circumstances have knocked you out of it. 

But your parents still invested a lot in you to prepare you for the state of a proper gentlemen . . . your person 

remains your capital”. Such pesky problems as utter insolvency should not keep a gentleman from the 

lifestyle that “society and civilization owe [him]”.13 

 

Lithographs by Jules Platier showing “the debtor” and “the creditor”, 1841 — Source: Left, Right. 

Ymbert’s attitude towards the gentleman-debtor is not straightforward. On one hand, there is obvious 

mockery of his entitled air. Ymbert was writing shortly before the restored Bourbon government finally 

granted monetary indemnities to émigré nobles for their confiscated lands, following years of aristocratic 

complaints. Yet the ruined aristocrat also reflected a nearly universal predicament. As Saint-Hilaire 

rhetorically asked in a discordant moment of sincerity: 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn13
https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/le-debiteur-ndeg5
https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/le-creancier-ndeg2
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Who, has been so fortunate that after thirty years, after assignats, mandats [both forms of paper money that 

ended in massive inflation] and after the bankruptcy of the State . . . after emigrations, confiscations, 

requisitions, arrests, and invasions which have reversed every fortune, to always have been able to say ‘I owe 

nothing’? And which people, sitting on a pile of gold today, could say, ‘We will never be debtors?’14 

The homme comme il faut, in other words, could be anyone. 

Justifying the gentlemanly birthright to generate debts, however, required offering an alternative definition of 

property which, according to Ymbert, had “until now been very badly defined in our laws”.15 Instead of 

resting on land or currency, property derived principally from the individual himself. Every gentleman 

possessed, by birth and breeding, an innate capital constituted by his refined person, and which the world 

justly had to acknowledge and compensate. In certain respects, this understanding of Ymbert’s insistence on 

the superiority of cultural and social status over alienable properties belongs to an old-fashioned economy of 

regard. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn15
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Frédéric Bouchot, “Le gargotier” (innkeeper), 1844. The dialogue in the caption reads: “Be patient; aren’t all 

men brothers, and, in this capacity, don’t we all owe each other?” — Source. 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/le-gargotier-9-iff-61
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Yet, juxtaposed with the persistence of this intangible economy of prestige and appearance, the manuals 

attempted to attach an exact monetary value to specific, allegedly interchangeable “assets”. Ymbert assessed 

the worth of “thirty-two very white teeth” at 1600 francs and a “calf six inches in diameter” at 2400 

francs.16 A gentleman’s total worth, independent of any money or land, amounted to some two hundred 

thousand francs, on which society owed him interest. The humor of Ymbert’s approach lay in his attempt to 

commodify the crucial but immeasurable traits upon which lending depended. It is here that Ymbert and other 

writers reveal the full complexity of their satire. Not merely do they poke fun at fashionable dandies seeking 

to prolong aristocratic culture into a bourgeois age, but these authors also use these figures to demonstrate the 

absurdity of emergent financial capitalism. 

Other iterations of this “balance sheet” took this critique even further. Maurice Alhoy’s Physiologie du 

créancier et débiteur provided the following calculation of the worth of a debtor by the time he reached his 

early 20s: 

My mother carries me for nine months in her womb, during this time she has expensive tastes, and, in 

assessing them at the lowest I can evaluate at                …        3000 francs 

 

I enter the world: the expenses of childbirth, care, baptism, etc etc                …        500 francs 

 

The wetnurse for two years, including the cost of soap, sugar and first teeth                …        2500 francs 

 

For 6 years I grow up and develop in my father’s house: I am spoiled, it’s not too much to put my caprices at 

500 fr a year . Thus                …        3000 francs 

 

I am put in a boarding school; I stay 8 years. The university house costs 1200 francs per 

year                …        9600 francs 

 

The so-called “polishing” teachers come… for 1,500 a year. All for nothing:                …        9000 francs 

 

I go to law school: the price of my registration, the purchase of indispensable books, the living expenses that 

my age and social position demand, 2400 francs per year, for three years:                …        7200 francs 

 

Total of my capital:                …        34,800 francs17 

Yet, despite the immense monetary investment into the young debtor, he would find to his shock that his 

“man capital, or capital-man” entitled him to nothing in the eyes of lenders and bankers. “It does not inspire 

the least amount of trust in him and nobody will lend to him on the basis of its value”. Faced with such 

manifest injustice, the humorist wryly noted, what choice did the proper gentleman have but to rely on the art 

of making debts to get by? 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn17
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Henri Daniel Plattel, “Long live creditors and long live Sainte-Pélagie [a debtors’ prison]”, 1828 — Source. 

https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/vivent-les-creanciers-et-vive-ste-pelagie#infos-principales
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A parody of early political economy accompanied this heterodox interpretation of property. Paraphrasing 

economist Jean-Baptiste Say, Ymbert maintained that any modern society was comprised of two 

fundamentally opposed classes: “producers” and “consumers”. Rather than being at war, however, these 

classes were inextricably interlinked through debt — “producers”, as Saint-Hilaire explained it, “are none 

other than creditors; consumers are none other than debtors”.18 Since each relied on the other to survive, 

paying off one’s creditor severed ties between them and thereby “paralyzed the economy”. As proof of their 

economic analyses, the manuals presented comparisons between personal debt and national debt. “The 

grandeur of a nation is always in proportion to its deficit”, opined Saint-Hilaire, “so you should reason by 

analogy”.19 The most prominent example of this maxim was Great Britain, France’s inveterate enemy, whose 

long-pursued victory over Napoleon was largely attributed to its use of a Sinking Fund. Ymbert even included 

a chapter in which prime minister William Pitt the Younger, the Fund’s architect, learns the “art of making 

debts” from a Swiss banker named Schneider, who pays off his creditors with wisdom on his deathbed. If 

never-ending deficits worked for the world’s most powerful country, why shouldn’t they work for you? 

 

James Gillray, John Bull and the Sinking-Fund, 1807 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn18
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn19
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/89983/john-bull-and-the-sinking-fund
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The economy of debt-making was nevertheless a circumscribed one. As Ymbert stated, “Running up debts to 

those who don’t have enough is to increase disorder and multiple misfortune. On the other hand, running up 

debts with those who have too much is to make up for misfortunes and reach towards reestablishing the 

equilibrium”.20 Debtors were encouraged to consistently patronize the finest jewelers, tailors, cobblers, and 

restaurants. Not only was the quality of their goods superior, Ymbert claimed, but in taking from those “who 

already had” one helped “restore equilibrium” between those who had “too much” and those who had “not 

enough”. Above all, however, at such places the fashionable gentleman would in fact reimburse his debt 

several times over by inspiring others, through his example, to pay for the products that he himself consumed 

on credit. He would “tie his cravat like an angel and thus push our muslin industry to its highest 

degree”.21 And, taking breakfast at a café, he would make it fashionable by his very presence, inspiring a 

desire to spend money on exotic delicacies by “eating with contagious grace”. The debtor was, in short, an 

early nineteenth-century influencer who would use his charisma to increase consumption and satisfy his debts 

without “spending a dime”. 

 

Honoré Daumier, “A Creditor’s Visit”, 1838 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn21
https://www.parismuseescollections.paris.fr/fr/musee-carnavalet/oeuvres/visite-d-un-creancier-3
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What happened to the art of making debts? Even at the beginning of the nineteenth century, parodists believed 

it to be a vanishing craft. In 1827, Saint-Hilaire noted that his deceased uncle’s wisdom about dodging 

creditors was quickly fading into obsolescence. “Every day in Paris”, he remarked, “it becomes harder to 

make a revenue from one’s debts as one did before: the merchants are less gullible, the workers less patient, 

the usurers less numerous, relatives, mistresses and friends are less generous and the courts more severe”.22 

Yet, in another sense, the art of making debts is timelier than ever. We live today in a world where our 

creditors are largely faceless and impersonal forces of capital rather than people we can bump into on the 

street, yet the humor still resonates. After all, it is easy enough to transpose the early nineteenth-

century homme comme il faut, “unjustly” deprived of the social position to which he felt entitled by 

revolutionary upheaval, onto the caricature of the overeducated, underemployed twenty- or thirty-something 

of today, burdened by student loan debt yet unable to find a job befitting their unique talents. Criticized for 

frittering away their savings on avocado toast and dreaming of YouTube stardom, the millennial and Gen Z 

predicament instead reveals many of the same discrepancies between ideologies of responsibility and property 

and the realities of credit so adeptly satirized by the art of making debts. At a time when states and 

multinational companies alike seem to take on tremendous debt without suffering the consequences, yet 

ordinary citizens find themselves unable to emerge from under the weight of bills, credit remains as 

mysterious and omnipotent as it was in post-revolutionary France. 

1.  

Public Domain Works 

• Physiologie de l’argent par un débiteur 

Anonymous1841 

o Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

TEXTS 

• L’Art de payer ses dettes 

Emile Marco de Saint-Hilaire1827 

o Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

TEXTS 

• L'art de faire des dettes 

Jacques-Gilbert Ymbert1825 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts#fn22
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8530284h/f66.item
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k1133790.texteImage
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o Google Books 

TEXTS 

• Physiologie du créancier et du débiteur 

Maurice Alhoy1827 

o Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• The Great Demarcation: The French Revolution and the Invention of Modern Property 

By Rafe Blaufarb 

What does it mean to own something? What sorts of things can be owned, and what cannot? How does one 

relinquish ownership? What are the boundaries between private and public property? Over the course of a 

decade, the French Revolution grappled with these questions. As Rafe Blaufarb demonstrates in this 

ambitious work, the French Revolution remade the system of property-holding that had existed in France 

before 1789. The revolutionary changes aimed at two fundamental goals: the removal of formal public power 

from the sphere of property and the excision of property from the realm of sovereignty. 

More Info and Buy 

• Credit, Fashion, Sex: Economies of Regard in Old Regime France 

By Clare Haru Crowston 

In Old Regime France credit was both a central part of economic exchange and a crucial concept for 

explaining dynamics of influence and power in all spheres of life. Contemporaries used the term credit to 

describe reputation and the currency it provided in court politics, literary production, religion, and commerce. 

Moving beyond Pierre Bourdieu's theorization of capital, this book establishes credit as a key matrix through 

which French men and women perceived their world. As Clare Haru Crowston demonstrates, credit unveils 

the personal character of market transactions, the unequal yet reciprocal ties binding society, and the hidden 

mechanisms of political power. 

More Info and Buy 

• In the Red and in the Black: Debt, Dishonor, and the Law in France between Revolutions 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/L_Art_de_faire_des_dettes_suivi_de_l_art/l0hVAAAAcAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k1133790.texteImage
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0190056525/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0190056525/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0822355280/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0822355280/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0813941415/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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By Erika Vause 

Arguing that French Revolutionary and Napoleonic legislation created a conception of commercial identity 

that tied together the debtor’s social, moral, and physical person, In the Red and in the Black examines the 

history of debt imprisonment and bankruptcy as a means of understanding the changing logic of commercial 

debt. Following the practical application of these laws throughout the early nineteenth century, Erika Vause 

traces how financial failure and fraud became legally disentangled. Telling a story deeply resonant in our own 

age of ambivalence about the innocence of failures by financial institutions and large-scale speculators, Vause 

reveals how legal personalization and depersonalization of debt was essential for unleashing the latent forces 

of capitalism itself. 

More Info and Buy 

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

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

Erika Vause is assistant professor of history at St. John’s University. She specialises in the social and cultural 

history of law and economics of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century France. Her first book, In the Red and in 

the Black: Debt, Dishonor, and the Law in France Between Revolutions (University of Virginia Press, 

2018), examines the development of debt imprisonment and bankruptcy as a means of understanding the 

changing relationship between the economic and penal realms. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-making-debts 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0813941415/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Saturn 

by Cynthia Zarin 

Issue no. 105 (Winter 1987) 

The father of two silver medal figure skaters 

said, “When they were eight and ten, I built a rink, twenty 

by forty in the yard, without a fence. There was nothing 

for them to hold on to…knew they were stars right away.” 

At night, off Central Park, the Planetarium turns 

up its closed, calcified, tyrannosaurus eye to 

something other, not heraldic heaven, where Saturn, 

lonely (we think), anthemless, has rings of whizzing ice 

that just last week astronomers thought were wider. But some 

are only ten feet thick. Not much more than a stellar 

roller-coaster, elliptical iris, hypnotic 

bulls-eye of the midnight sci-fi. In another lake 

of dark, on a sweaty acre of black-topped tarmac 

hunched too close to the railroad tracks, the best-loved child 

of Class 3-B could fend two iridescent hula 

hoops, on her birdy hips. I scorned her as a plain girl 

scorns a beauty queen. Pink and green, the double helix 

turned her to a dervish. A scant mile from the museum. 

the starry bulbs at Tavern on the Green turn the bare 

trees to hawthorns in full flower. Seeing hawthorns, Proust 

thought: ball gowns. What happened to the hoop girl? The skaters 

won. Up above were Saturn’s rings, no bigger than back 

alleys. Not much to hold in your mind, and not something 

Saturn—as it makes its monstrous, dogged, entirely 

involuntary astral circle—may know about. 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8a5210b1bd&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8a5210b1bd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8a5210b1bd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8a5210b1bd&e=d538c8f2e0
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Stars made of antimatter could be lurking in our galaxy 

By Michael Irving 

 

A map of the Milky Way gathered from Gaia data 

ESA/Gaia/DPAC 

Antimatter is the strange, evil twin of regular matter, and it’s thought to have been mostly banished from our 

universe. But could it still be lurking out there in large clumps, even as stars? Astronomers have now 

identified a few signals that could be evidence of these “anti-stars,” and calculated how many of them might 

be hiding in our own galaxy. 

As sci-fi as it sounds, antimatter is very real. Simply put, it’s exactly the same as ordinary (or baryonic) 

matter, except that it has the opposite charge. That means that when particles of matter and antimatter meet, 

the two annihilate each other in a burst of energy. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/are-neutrinos-majorana-fermions/54036/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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According to our best models for the universe, matter and antimatter should have been created in equal 

amounts in the Big Bang, but today, matter seems to dominate the cosmos. Antimatter is only produced in 

trace amounts, in instruments like the Large Hadron Collider or through natural processes 

like lightning, hurricanes, cosmic ray interactions, radioactive decay, or plasma jets from neutron stars and 

black holes. 

So where did all the antimatter go? It seems that it’s almost entirely been wiped out from contact with regular 

matter – and we were just lucky that there was extra matter left over, otherwise the universe would be a very 

empty place. 

But perhaps the ratio isn’t quite as skewed as we thought. Theoretically, there’s no reason antimatter 

shouldn’t be able to form stars and galaxies, planets and even life, as long as there was no regular matter 

nearby to destroy it. It’s an intriguing possibility, but one that’s extremely difficult to validate – after all, anti-

stars would shine just like regular ones. 

However, they may reveal themselves in other ways. Since it would be pretty difficult for anti-stars to wind 

up in a region of space completely devoid of regular matter, scientists could potentially spot these impostors 

through flashes of gamma rays, given off from the annihilation of rogue matter particles that wander too 

close. 

 

The positions of the anti-star candidate gamma ray signals, overlaid on the Milky Way 

IRAP CNRS 

https://newatlas.com/physics/cosmic-strings-matter-antimatter-imbalance-neutrinos/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/physics/antimatter-laser-cooling-cern/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/lightning-gamma-rays-antimatter/52312/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/antimatter-beam-hurricane/54725/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/space/antimatter-stars-milky-way-galaxy/#gallery:1


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

92 

And that’s just what astronomers have hunted for in a new study. The team analyzed 10 years’ worth of data 

from the Fermi Space Telescope, examining 5,787 gamma ray sources for those that could be anti-stars. Lots 

of other objects also give off gamma rays though, so the researchers focused on those that came from a single 

point, and had a light spectrum similar to what would be expected from matter-antimatter annihilation. 

Sure enough, among those thousands of sources, the team found 14 that fit the bill. That doesn’t mean 

they are anti-stars, of course – the team acknowledges that it’s far more likely that they’re more well-known 

gamma ray emitters like pulsars or black holes. But the possibility is there, at least. 

From that, the team extrapolated to arrive at an estimate of how many anti-stars there might reasonably be in 

our galaxy. They found that if anti-stars are distributed like regular stars, and if they don’t have any 

differences besides charge (something that antimatter studies are still investigating) then we’re looking at 

around one anti-star for every 300,000 normal stars. Primordial anti-stars might also tend to evade notice by 

hanging out in the huge, sparse halo around the galaxy too, the team says. 

It’s an intriguing idea, and one that will need further study to search for more evidence. 

The research was published in the journal Physical Review D. 

Sources: IRAP, APS Physics 
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2. Lurking and Posting to Gain Clinical Insight 
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3. Maternal Heart Health Predicts CVD Onset in Offspring 

Cardiology Advisor, 2020 

1. Internet Memes: The Meteorites of the Online World. Spontaneous Online Content with Corporate 
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Dóra Horváth et al., Advertising in New Formats and Media, 2016 
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https://newatlas.com/space/milky-way-halo-map-dwarf-galaxy-wake/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://journals.aps.org/prd/abstract/10.1103/PhysRevD.103.083016
https://www.irap.omp.eu/en/2021/04/are-there-anti-stars-around-us-answer-from-the-fermi-satellite/
https://physics.aps.org/articles/v14/s50
https://www.enago.com/academy/antimatter-atoms-cern-alpha-experiment/?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Enago_Academy_TrendMD_1
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Megan Brooks, Medscape, 2019 

3. Exocrine Insufficiency Associated with Painless Chronic Pancreatitis (CP) 

Endocrinology Advisor, 2020 

 

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/space/antimatter-stars-milky-way-galaxy/ 
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Strange salty "crystal critters" help thwart fouling of metal surfaces 

By Michael Irving 

 

A "crystal critter" forming as salty water evaporates, making for a much easier-to-clean surface 

MIT 

Pipes, instruments and surfaces that come into contact with salty water usually end up with a corrosive layer 

of salt and other dissolved minerals caked on, which needs to be scraped or washed off. Now, engineers at 

MIT have developed a new method for making those minerals so easy to remove that they often just fall off 

on their own – by forming “crystal critters.” 

Normally, when a drop of salty water sticks to a surface, the salt forms a globe shape as the water evaporates 

away. That leaves a crystal with a high area of contact to the surface, and eventually you end up with a salty 

crust along the whole surface that’s difficult to scrub off. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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So for the new study, the MIT team set out to investigate ways to change that crystallization process by 

tweaking the surfaces themselves. Eventually they stumbled upon an intriguing phenomenon that had never 

been seen before. 

If a surface is hydrophobic (water repelling), heated, and has a particular nanoscale texture of low ridges, the 

salt crystallizes in a unique way. It starts off much the same as usual, forming a globe. But soon, strange leg-

like structures begin sprouting underneath, pushing the globe upwards. Eventually they grow so long that they 

can no longer support the weight, and the crystal breaks off. Due to the weird animalistic shapes they form, 

the team dubbed them “crystal critters.” 

“These legs are hollow tubes, and the liquid is funneled down through these tubes,” says Samantha McBride, 

lead author of the study. “Once it hits the bottom and evaporates, it forms new crystals that continuously 

increase the length of the tube. In the end, you have very, very limited contact between the substrate and the 

crystal, to the point where these are going to just roll away on their own.” 

The team says that the texture could be easily transferred to a range of surfaces, through etching or coating, 

making it relatively easy to scale up and implement in existing infrastructure. It could prove handy for a range 

of facilities, such as desalination plants, water distribution pipes, geothermal wells, and essentially anywhere 

that regularly deals with impure water. 

This kind of surface could reduce fouling and the frequency of cleaning in all of these places, and could even 

allow for more brackish water to be used for some processes, such as cooling systems. As an added bonus, the 

team suggests that the salt could be collected for its own uses too. 

The research was published in the journal Science Advances. The crystal critters can be seen forming and 

falling in the video below. 

Crystal critters 

Source: MIT 
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3. Influence of bone mineral density and hip geometry on the different types of hip fracture 

Yizhong Li et al., BJBMS, 2016 

1. Estado actual del síndrome de Brugada: del diagnóstico a la ablación con catéter 

Dr. Pedro Iturralde Torres Dr. Josep Brugada Terradellas, Medscape, 2019 

2. Salt in nutrition of University of Sarajevo students 

Fatima Jusupović et al., JH Sci, 2011 

3. Choque séptico en pacientes pediátricos, un pronóstico difícil de determinar 

Nelly Toche, Medscape, 2018 
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Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of the 
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The Uncertain Heavens  

Christiaan Huygens’ Ideas of Extraterrestrial Life 

By Hugh Aldersey-Williams 

During the 17th century, as knowledge of the Universe and its contents increased, so did speculation about 

life on other planets. One such source, as Hugh Aldersey-Williams explores, was Dutch astronomer, 

mathematician, and inventor Christiaan Huygens, whose earlier work on probability paved the way for his 

very modern evaluation of what alien life might look like. 

 

Portrait of Christiaan Huygens by Caspar Netscher, 1671 — Source. 

When things look bleak in this world, it is perhaps natural to turn one's mind to conditions on other worlds. 

This is what the Dutch astronomer Christiaan Huygens did in the late 1680s. He had been ejected from his 

influential post as a government scientist of Louis XIV in Paris and found himself isolated back home in the 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#hugh-aldersey-williams
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Christiaan_Huygens-painting.jpeg
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provincial town of The Hague, frequently ill with depression and fevers, and missing the companionship of 

his brother Constantijn, who was away serving as secretary to the Dutch King William III in England. 

It was then that Huygens began to write Cosmotheoros, a book-length speculation on the possibility of life on 

other planets, and the first such work to be based on recent scientific knowledge rather than philosophical 

conjecture or religious argument. Fearful of censure by “those whose Ignorance or Zeal is too 

great”,1 Huygens instructed his brother to publish the work only after his death, which he did in 1698. 

Originally written in Latin, Cosmotheoros was quickly translated into Dutch and other languages. A lively 

English translation appeared that same year under the audacious title, The Celestial Worlds Discover’d. 

Philosophers had of course always thought about the existence of life beyond the Earth. Aristotle ruled it out, 

believing that the Earth was unique and that other celestial bodies were pure geometrical entities. But the 

atomists, among them Democritus and Epicurus, accepted the notion of a plurality of worlds, somewhat on 

the analogy of particulate matter of various kinds existing with space in between. Medieval thinkers picked up 

on this debate, but could only add to it their own concerns about the implications of one view or another for 

church doctrine, which did nothing to advance it. 

The revelation that there were yet more bodies in the solar system than the ones that had been known since 

antiquity, which came with Galileo's discovery of four moons of Jupiter in 1610, added an unexpected new 

dimension to the discussion. And when Huygens discovered the first satellite of another planet, Saturn, in 

1655, the balance of the argument seemed to change again. 

 

Diagram showing the orbiting moons of Earth, Jupiter, and Saturn from Huygens's The Celestial Worlds 

Discover'd (1722 English edition). As Huygen modestly notes “The outermost but one, and brightest of 

Saturn's, it chanc'd to be my lot... The rest we may thank the industrious Cassini” — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn1
https://archive.org/details/b30537009_0001/page/n127/mode/2up
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Huygens achieved fame in the 1650s for that discovery of Saturn's first satellite (later named Titan) and the 

planet's ring (later seen to be rings) and as the creator of the first accurate pendulum clock. He also invented 

numerous other devices, including a “magic lantern”, a kind of primitive slide projector, and made important 

contributions to mathematics, especially the fields of geometry and probability, and introduced mathematical 

formulas as a means of expressing the relationship between quantities such as speed and mass in physics 

problems. All of these achievements make him the greatest scientist in the period between Galileo and 

Newton. 

Christiaan Huygens was precocious in his fascination with the physical world. As a child, he made little 

machines and delighted in solving mathematical puzzles, such that people began to refer to him as the “Dutch 

Archimedes”.2 He rejected the life of a courtier and diplomat pursued by his father and brothers, and soon 

distinguished himself in physics, mathematics, and astronomy. After his breakthroughs with Saturn and 

clocks, his experiments with moving objects led him to the conclusion that all motion is only relative (which 

later earned the admiration of Einstein). In the 1670s, he devised a wave-based theory of light, which was 

substantially correct but was neglected for nearly 150 years until it could be confirmed by experiment. 

Unlike some illustrious contemporaries, he maintained a systematic focus on his chosen problems and 

recognised the joint importance of their practical and theoretical aspects, rejoicing when these were shown to 

reinforce one another, as they did in his improvements to the pendulum. Although, like any natural 

philosopher of the seventeenth century, he worked on a range of problems that would seem hopelessly broad 

to a modern specialist, he did not — as Newton did — become sidetracked into alchemy, occultism, or 

religion. 

Huygens was a true internationalist. He sought to adapt his improved pendulum clocks with the aim of being 

able to calculate longitude at sea in collaboration with Scottish inventors. He swapped ideas about the air 

pump used to investigate the properties of the vacuum with the Irish Robert Boyle. He found himself caught 

in an ugly dispute with the English Robert Hooke over the invention of the balance spring to regulate the 

timekeeping of portable watches. He compared telescope designs and planetary observations with the Polish 

Johannes Hevelius and the Italian Giovanni Domenico Cassini, among others. He tutored the young German 

philosopher Gottfried Leibniz in mathematics (before the student surpassed the master and invented calculus). 

In 1663, Huygens became the first foreigner to be elected to the Royal Society. More significantly, he was 

instrumental in establishing the French Academy of Sciences around the same time, making him “the 

recognised leader of European science”,3 according to a biographer. 

Huygens' discovery of Saturn's ring in 1656 demanded years of patient observation of the planet using a 

telescope of his own design (for which Christiaan and his brother Constantijn even ground the lenses 

themselves). During this time, the apparent shape of the planet changed, leading to many interpretations of its 

form. It was Huygens' powerful optics together with his mathematically informed sense of what was 

physically most likely that led him to the correct interpretation. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn3
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Diagram from Huygens' Systema Saturnium (1659) showing Saturn as it appeared to various previous 

observers — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/CristianiHugeni00Huyg
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Diagram from Huygens' Systema Saturnium (1659) showing why the appearance of Saturn's ring changes as it 

orbits the sun — Source. 

His first speculations about life on the planets date from this time. Writing about the ring in his treatise on 

Saturn, he nonchalantly added a line of wonder about “the effects that the ring that surrounds them must have 

on those who inhabit it”.4 From later letters of reminiscence to his brother, it appears that Christiaan freely 

discussed such matters with Constantijn while they were at the telescope together, even though it took another 

forty years for his thoughts to appear in print. 

By that time, Cassini had discovered four moons of Saturn in addition to Huygens's Titan and the four 

“Medicean stars” that Galileo had detected in orbit around Jupiter in 1610. The solar system was beginning to 

look very different from that understood by the ancient Greeks, or even by astronomers of a generation or two 

before, such as Galileo or Johannes Kepler. 

Although the atomists anticipated that there was a plurality of worlds both within the solar system and 

perhaps also beyond it, they were divided on the question of what these worlds were like. They accepted that 

some might be inhabited by living creatures of various kinds, while others might be devoid of any life and 

water. Pythagoras, for instance, believed that the moon was inhabited by animals larger and plants more 

beautiful than those on Earth, while others insisted it was barren. 

https://archive.org/details/CristianiHugeni00Huyg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn4
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Medieval scholars felt duty-bound to consider these matters in the context of God's creation. In 1318–9, 

William of Ockham gave lectures at Oxford stating his belief that “God could make another world better than 

this one and distinct in species from it”.5 But his ideas aroused such opposition that he was not granted his 

degree. A century later, Nicholas of Cusa went further in supposing that at least some species elsewhere 

would be superior to humans, but that nevertheless all owed their origin to “God, who is the centre and 

circumference of all stellar regions”.6 

Two great revelations, both so vast in their implications that it took them more than a century to sink in, gave 

a new stimulus to these speculations in the sixteenth century. The first was Copernicus' heliocentric theory of 

the solar system, which demoted the Earth to a status equal with that of the other planets. The second was the 

European discovery of the Americas, which broadened ideas of the diversity of species that might be expected 

to be found on new worlds. These conceptual upheavals unleashed a popular new wave of imaginative 

literature about life on other worlds that depended neither on scholastic orthodoxies nor on up-to-the-minute 

astronomical observations. 

The advent of the telescope brought a sharper focus to these conjectures. The discovery that the Moon was not 

a pure sphere, but marked by mountain ranges like the Earth, encouraged the cleric John Wilkins, for 

example, to infer that there would also be inhabitants there in The Discovery of a World in the Moone (1638). 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn6
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One of a collection nine etchings, latter 18th century, by Italian artist Filippo Morghen depicting the lunar 

voyage described by John Wilkins. Here we see “Pumpkins used as dwellings to secure against wild beasts” 

— Source. 

Kepler, too, believed that all manner of celestial bodies — planets, moons, and even suns — might have 

inhabitants, based on similar astronomical observations. He went further than previous authors by using his 

knowledge of physical laws (presumed to operate universally) to consider the form that these beings might 

take. On the Moon, they would have “by far a larger body and hardness of temperament than ours”,7 he wrote, 

because of the length of days and extremes of temperature. 

In Somnium, a prototype science fiction novella (the title means “The Dream”) in which the protagonist is 

kidnapped by daemons and taken to the Moon, Kepler enlarged on the nature of the Moon's inhabitants, 

dividing them into two groups according to whether they lived on the dark side or the illuminated side. The 

latter naturally regard the Earth as their Moon, and Kepler gave a scientifically informed impression of how 

the Earth would look from its satellite. However, Somnium is not great reading, concerned as it is mainly with 

the comparison of orbital periods and other astronomical variables on the two celestial bodies. 

Huygens' main stimulus to action was probably another work, by the writer Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, 

published in 1686. His wildly successful Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes took the form of a dialogue 

between a naive marquise and a wise philosopher. Written in plain French so that it might appeal to those 

without any scientific knowledge, and specifically to women readers, it offered a primer to current 

astronomical theories, as well as an entertaining vision of life on the moon, planets, and stars beyond our solar 

system. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/811200
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn7
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Illustration from Bernard de Fontenelle's Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes (1686) — Source. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/811200
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What Kircher lacked in scientific rigour he often made up for with absorbing visuals. Frontispiece to 

his Itinerarium exstaticum (1660) — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/rpathanasiikirch00kirc/page/n7/mode/2up
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While not so artfully conceived as Fontenelle's work, Cosmotheoros is its match in literary terms, while also 

being, according to the science writer Philip Ball, the “first attempt to mount a rigorous scientific case for life 

on other worlds, without doing harm to Scripture”.8 Huygens' seriousness of intent is evident from the fact 

that he considered the work as just one volume in a never realised “book of the planets”. He wrote in Latin in 

order to appeal to an educated readership. (The fact that it was quickly translated into spoken languages 

shows that it reached well beyond this target audience.) 

Part of Huygens' purpose was to refute the German Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher, who had published his 

own mystical dialogue of space travel, Itinerarium exstaticum, in 1656, which Huygens had read and found to 

omit all that he considered probable about other planets, while including “a company of idle unreasonable 

stuff”.9 Huygens had more time for other writers. He cited Nicholas of Cusa, Tycho Brahe, Giordano Bruno, 

and Johannes Kepler, although they, he felt, had ventured too little detail as to the forms that extraterrestrial 

life might take. 

Huygens made his argument by reasoning from probability. He began: “A Man that is of Copernicus's 

Opinion, that this Earth of ours is a Planet, carry'd round and enlighten'd by the Sun, like the rest of the 

Planets, cannot but sometimes think, that it's not improbable that the rest of the Planets have their Dress and 

Furniture, and perhaps their Inhabitants too.”10 The key phrase here is “not improbable”, harking back to 

Huygens' youthful investigations of statistical likelihoods. For, as he warned his readers: “I can”t pretend to 

assert any thing as positively true (for how is it possible) but only to advance a probable Guess, the truth of 

which every one is at his own liberty to examine.”11 

He thought it most unlikely there was an atmosphere on the Moon, for instance, and so he ruled out the kind 

of life there imagined by Kepler and Wilkins. But he happily endorsed the idea of life on planets within our 

solar system and in the solar systems surrounding other stars. The discovery during his lifetime that the speed 

of light is finite encouraged him to go further and suggest that there may be stars so distant that their light has 

not yet reached us. 

His thoughts about the likely nature of each planet were informed by what could be learned about them 

through a telescope. He argued that if one planet could be shown to be Earth-like, then it greatly increased the 

chances that others would be too — a logic that still guides the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence (SETI). 

By using what evidence he had of one planet's distinctiveness from another — in size, distance from the sun, 

length of days, and appearance — he was able to enrich the vision of extraterrestrial life he laid before his 

readers. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn11
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Huygens' tubeless aerial telescope, 1684 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aerialtelescope.jpg
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Huygens' ideas about plants and animals were based on reasonable projections of what was then known to 

exist on the Earth, recently expanded by news of exotic species brought back to Europe by explorers' ships. 

Marvelling at the richness and fitness of species “so exactly adapted”12 to life on Earth, he argued that if we 

were to deny this abundance to other planets, then “we should sink them below the Earth in Beauty and 

Dignity; a Thing very unreasonable.”13 

What form might this life take? Based on new information that American species are different, but enough 

like those of the Old World, Huygens presumed a general similarity with terrestrial species. But he did give 

some consideration to the different physical conditions that may prevail on other planets. The atmosphere 

might be thicker, for example, which would suit a greater variety of flying creatures. Gravity might be 

different, too, although he did not provide estimates of the comparative gravitational force on each of the 

planets, and in any case he rejected the notion of a simple correlation between the size of a planet and the 

scale of its flora and fauna. “We may have a Race of Pygmies about the bigness of Frogs and Mice, possess'd 

of the Planets,”14 he wrote, although he thought it unlikely. 

For Huygens, though, “the main and most diverting Point of the Enquiry is . . . placing some Spectators in 

these new discoveries, to enjoy these Creatures we have planted them with, and to admire their Beauty and 

Variety”. Remarkably, he suggested that these intelligent observers might not be men, but other kinds of 

“Creatures endued with Reason”.15 Some planets, indeed, might be capable of accommodating several species 

of “rational Creatures possess'd of different degrees of Reason and Sense”.16 

The nature of reason and morality would be the same as on Earth. These creatures would be social, and they 

would have houses to shelter them from the weather. Huygens struggled with their appearance, though. He 

wanted to indicate that they might not be humanoid, and yet, he said, surely they must have hands, and feet, 

and stand upright. But perhaps they would have exoskeletons, like lobsters, for example. After all, “”tis a very 

ridiculous opinion, that the common people have got among them, that it is impossible a rational Soul should 

dwell in any other shape than ours”.17 Such conjectures echoed those of Kepler in his Somnium, but were 

more soundly guided by Huygens' expert knowledge of the likely physical constraints. 

Huygens then turned his attention to intelligence and technology. His planetary beings would surely have 

science, and especially astronomy, as this study was said to have arisen as a consequence of the fear of 

eclipses, which would also occur on other planets. They would doubtless have some of our inventions, “yet 

that they should have all of them is not credible”.18 In particular, Huygens could not credit that they would 

possess telescopes, since he considered those which he had used himself as being so fine that other 

intelligences would not be able to equal them. Instead, he invested the denizens of the planets with far 

superior natural eyesight. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn15
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn17
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-uncertain-heavens#fn18


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

109 

 

Huygens' sketches of Death taking of his head, intended for projection with, what is perhaps his best known 

invention, the magic lantern, 1659 — Source. 

In 1600, Giordano Bruno had been burnt at the stake in the Campo de” Fiori in Rome by the Inquisition for 

many heresies, including his insistence on the plurality of potentially inhabited worlds. A century later, 

Huygens was safe from such a fate. Nevertheless, he attempted to forestall any criticism from the church by 

making the semantic point that the heaven and earth referred to in scripture must apply to the totality of the 

universe and not to the planet Earth exclusively. He refused to grant man a special place in Creation. Unlike 

some rival works, especially those with a utopian or a satirical agenda, Cosmotheoros did not propose a 

hierarchy among the creatures in which humans would be either superior or inferior. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1659_huygens_-_figure1.jpg
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Cosmotheoros enjoyed a long period of popularity through the eighteenth century, and Huygens' ideas about 

life on the planets and in other solar systems became important for Immanuel Kant in his Universal Natural 

History and Theory of the Heavens of 1755. The discovery of Uranus by William Herschel in 1781 saw a 

further surge of interest, but thereafter astronomers began to shun the topic, and subsequent opinion has been 

less kind to this most speculative of Huygens' works. 

Recently, though, Cosmotheoros has been reappraised by historians of science, who acknowledge that it was 

Huygens' embrace of uncertainty that gave him the licence to explore the topic in the first place. This was by 

no means a tendency shared by all in Huygens' time. Many thinkers, such as the English clergyman Joseph 

Glanvill, saw the acceptance of things not known for sure as the thin end of a wedge that would prise open a 

world of atheism. The Scottish poet William Drummond (in A Cypress Grove) explicitly singled out both 

Copernicanism and the idea of extraterrestrial life in this regard, as cases where “Sciences have become 

opinions, nay errors, and leave the imagination in a thousand labyrinths”.19 

Nevertheless, it can now be seen that Huygens' greatest gift to later generations of scientists may have been 

his willingness to work with uncertainty. Having set out the mathematical foundations of probability, nobody 

was in a better position to extend its precepts into thinking about questions of science. Doing so was not a 

surrender to unreason, but a way of opening new doors to creative thought. As Huygens wrote 

in Cosmotheoros: “tis a Glory to arrive at Probability, and the search itself rewards the pains. But there are 

many degrees of Probable, some nearer Truth than others, in the determining of which lies the chief exercise 

of our Judgment.” 

1.  

Public Domain Works 

• The Celestial Worlds Discover'd 

Christiaan Huygens1698 
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Johannes Kepler1608 

o The Somnium ProjectCopyrighted modern English translation 
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• Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds 

Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle1686 

o Internet Archive1702 English edition 
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o Internet Archive1761 English edition 

o Internet Archive1803 English edition 
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• Universal Natural History and Theory of the Heavens 

Immanuel Kant1755 

o Internet Archive1900 English translation 
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Further Reading 

• Dutch Light: Christiaan Huygens and the Making of Science in Europe 

By Hugh Aldersey-Williams 

Following in Huygens’s footsteps as he navigates this era while shuttling opportunistically between countries 

and scientific disciplines, Hugh Aldersey-Williams builds a compelling case to reclaim Huygens from the 

margins of history and acknowledge him as one of our most important and influential scientific figures. 

More Info and Buy 

• Curiosity: How Science Became Interested in Everything 
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By Phillip Ball 

An absorbing inquiry into how attitudes towards curiosity have changed, from something condemnable to the 

very driving force of science as we know it. 

More Info and Buy 

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

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

Hugh Aldersey-Williams is a writer and curator. He is the author of Dutch Light: Christiaan Huygens and 

the Making of Science in Europe (Picador, 2020), as well as a cultural history of the chemical 

elements, Periodic Tales (Penguin, 2011), and The Adventures of Sir Thomas Browne in the 21st 

Century (Granta, 2015). 
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East of Omsk 

by Barbara Guest 

Issue no. 41 (Summer-Fall 1967) 

for Lawrence 

I am living in the Siberia  

of your rose  

there is a family of us  

and we laugh  

when the petals fall  

in our house  

there is a festival every night  

called frozen 

Which is actually a tree  

you cannot recognize  

through its icicle burrs  

at the last station  

to Vladivostok  

before taking the boat  

to Yokohama 

                   Where it rains 

and our memory snow 

                 melts 

                 Only the beast fur 

shines in this light of twelve tones 

                  Radiant as a warm 

skeleton whose profile 

                  in Yokohama 

will be drawn to endorse  

the acacia weather 

                   of your rainbow homecoming  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0b84585a99&e=d538c8f2e0
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Better known in the south  

where Yalta reproduces those skiffs  

on a soft threshing  

coast of pineapple waves   

                   Russia! a natural tribute  

to have sent this wordgram 

                   so far  

translating "flowers" 

                  from under a pelt cap. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not … 

• read “The View from Kandinsky’s Window” by Barbara Guest, published in issue no. 100 

(Summer-Fall 1986)? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0b84585a99&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ce293cc882&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0b84585a99&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0b84585a99&e=d538c8f2e0
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Graphene nanoribbons need to be protected from oxygen to remain functional 

CFM • DIPC • DIPC INTERFACES 

ByDIPC May 6, 2021 0 comments 

Real life is sometimes very different from laboratory settings. Take superconductivity, for example. In order 

to reach, it you either need extremely low temperatures, extremely high pressures or a combination of both; 

something that makes very difficult to conceive an everyday application out of a laboratory. Something 

similar happens with other new materials, but in their case the magic word is ultra low pressure, what we 

usually called a vacuum, in this case, ultra high vacuum. You can build almost anything, but in ultra high 

vacuum. Real life could deal with some vacuum, we use vacuum cleaners or Venturi pumps after all, but not 

with the ultra high requirement. 

The interesting point is that studies about the effect of oxygen on the chemical structures that make some 

materials synthesized under ultra high vaccum conditions interesting are not that many. Take the case of 

graphene nanoribbons (GNRs), strips of graphene with ultra-thin width (<50 nm). 

GNRs are very interesting structures, partly due to their attractive electronic properties. Those properties vary 

dramatically with changes in the nanoribbon’s atomic structure in terms of width, crystallographic symmetry, 

dopant heteroatoms, and edge termination. These electronic properties can be modulated even further by the 

appropriate design of GNR heterostructures. This remarkable tunability could mean a bright future as next-

generation nanoelectronic and optoelectronic devices. 

However, the high susceptibility of those properties to minimum changes in the GNR structure also indicates 

the stringent need for atomic precision in GNR synthesis. If oxygen of ambient conditions changes that 

structure, the limitations imposed on their use could make them no more than a basic science curiosity. 

In fact, preliminary devices based on GNRs of various widths and armchair-oriented edges (aGNRs) have 

already been demonstrated, such as field-effect transistors and sensors. The advantage of aGNRs is that their 

edges are relatively unreactive, allowing for their synthesis directly in solution or, if synthesized in an inert 

vacuum environment, surviving transfer through ambient conditions at room temperature (and the rest of the 

processes associated with the device implementation) while still maintaining their electronic properties. 

But this amounts almost to nothing as some of the most acclaimed properties of graphene nanostructures, like 

spin-split edge states – read spintronics, rely on the presence of zigzag edge segments. Examples include 

zigzag (zGNRs) and chiral GNRs (chGNRs), whose edges follow zigzag directions or alternate zigzag and 

armchair-oriented edge segments, respectively. The most reactive chemical species are radicals, species with 

unpaired electrons; well, a zigzag edge could have unpaired electrons in π orbitals that may behave as reactive 

radicals. 

Previous experimental studies examining the effect of exposing GNRs to ambient conditions after their 

bottom-up synthesis on metallic surfaces under vacuum have been mainly focused on aGNRs. The results 

showed that, as we can expect, whereas the armchair edges are stable to such oxidizing conditions, the 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/cfm/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/dipc-interfaces/
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/05/06/graphene-nanoribbons-need-to-be-protected-from-oxygen-to-remain-functional/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/05/06/graphene-nanoribbons-need-to-be-protected-from-oxygen-to-remain-functional/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#comments
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chemical stability of their zigzag termini is much more limited. On the other hand, theoretical studies have 

examined the potential effects of oxidizing zigzag edges. But nobody had checked what really happens in 

GNRs with a larger amount of zigzag edges under oxidizing conditions. Till now. 

 

A team of researchers has used 1 a combination of bond-resolving scanning probe microscopy (BR-SPM), 

along with theoretical calculations to study (3,1)-chiral graphene nanoribbons [(3,1)-chGNRs] that were 

synthesized on a Au(111) surface and then exposed to oxidizing environments. 

As could be expected, the exposure to the ambient atmosphere, along with the required annealing treatment to 

desorb a sufficiently large fraction of contaminants to allow for its post-exposure analysis by BR-SPM, 

revealed a significant oxidation of the ribbons, with the effect of ruining their electronic properties. 

Interestingly, more controlled experiments avoiding high temperatures and exposing the ribbons only to low 

pressures of pure oxygen show that also under these more gentle conditions the ribbons are oxidized. The 

scientists demonstrate that the oxidation is regioselective, with their most vulnerable spots at the central rings 

of the zigzag segments due to their higher radical character. 

Therefore, we must conclude that graphene nanoribbons with zigzag edge segments require some form of 

protection before they can be used in or transferred through ambient conditions. Which ones is a good 

question. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may have been copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced 

research papers. 
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written by 

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 
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Milky Way's central black hole could be a ball of dark matter 

By Michael Irving 

May 31, 2021 

 

The center of the Milky Way is home to a massive compact object known as Sagittarius A* (bright spot to 

the right of center of the image) 

X-ray: NASA/CXC/Nanjing Univ./P. Zhou et al. Radio: NSF/NRAO/VLA 

Like most galaxies, the Milky Way is thought to host a supermassive black hole in its center – but perhaps 

its dark heart is made of different stuff. A new study proposes that it could instead be a dense core of dark 

matter, made up of hypothetical particles called “darkinos.” 

The Milky Way is held together by a huge mass in the middle, equivalent to about 4 million Suns. Known 

as Sagittarius A* (Sgr A*), this massive object can’t be directly seen, but its existence can be inferred from 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/physics/dark-matter-what-is-explained-history-hunt-experiments/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/physics/dark-matter-what-is-explained-history-hunt-experiments/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/physics/2020-nobel-prize-in-physics-black-hole/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

119 

the motions of stars around it. A supermassive black hole is the most logical candidate – but maybe it’s not 

the only explanation. 

 

 

The doubts were seeded seven years ago. A gas cloud named G2 was found to be orbiting Sgr A*, due to 

pass perilously close to the object in early 2014. Astronomers watched with anticipation – if Sgr A* was a 

supermassive black hole as expected, then G2 should be torn to shreds before their eyes. 

But surprisingly, G2 survived the sweep without issue. That’s led some scientists to speculate that perhaps 

it isn’t a gas cloud but a bloated dusty star, with enough gravity to keep its shape. In the new study 

however, the researchers questioned not the identity of G2, but Sgr A* itself. 

Scientists at the International Center for Relativistic Astrophysics (ICRA) in Italy simulated what would 

happen if they replaced the supermassive black hole with a clump of dark matter. This mysterious stuff is 

already thought to be concentrated in the center of the galaxy, holding the whole thing together with its 

gravity. 

The ICRA team found that if dark matter had certain properties, it could accurately account for a range of 

observations, in some cases better than the black hole model. This dark matter would consist of darkinos, 

neutral ultralight particles belonging to a group called fermions. These darkinos would clump together in 

the center of the galaxy, and spread into a more diffuse cloud further out. 

A key characteristic of fermions is that only one of them can occupy a particular quantum state at a time in 

a given space, which limits how densely they can be packed together. As such, the core of this ball is a far 

less extreme environment than a supermassive black hole, which would allow G2 to pass by unscathed. 

But that’s not the only observation that the model fits. The team found that if darkinos had a mass of 

around 56 keV, the simulation accurately predicted the motions of a cluster of nearby stars called the S-

stars, as well as the rotation curve of the Milky Way’s outer halo. 

As intriguing as the darkino hypothesis is, the case is far from settled. The supermassive black hole idea 

remains the most likely story, because it explains well-observed physics in a relatively simple way – and 

besides, we see black holes at the center of most other galaxies. 

Still, it pays to keep an open mind, and the team says that further data releases could shed light on the idea, 

one way or the other. 

The research was published in the journal Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society: Letters, 

with an earlier paper on the subject appearing in Astronomy & Astrophysics. 
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Source: INAF via Live Science 
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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. 
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Androclus and the Lion 

by James Baldwin 

 

Androclus and the Lion is one of our Favorite Fairy Tales for ages 8-12. 

 

Jean-Léon Gérôme, Androcles 

In Rome there was once a poor slave whose name was Androclus. His master was a cruel man, and so unkind 

to him that at last Androclus ran away. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-baldwin
https://americanliterature.com/fairy-tales-guide


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

122 

He hid himself in a wild wood for many days; but there was no food to be found, and he grew so weak and 

sick that he thought he should die. So one day he crept into a cave and lay down, and soon he was fast asleep. 

After a while a great noise woke him up. A lion had come into the cave, and was roaring loudly. Androclus 

was very much afraid, for he felt sure that the beast would kill him. Soon, however, he saw that the lion was 

not angry, but that he limped as though his foot hurt him. 

Then Androclus grew so bold that he took hold of the lion's lame paw to see what was the matter. The lion 

stood quite still, and rubbed his head against the man's shoulder. He seemed to say,-- 

"I know that you will help me." 

Androclus lifted the paw from the ground, and saw that it was a long, sharp thorn which hurt the lion so 

much. He took the end of the thorn in his fingers; then he gave a strong, quick pull, and out it came. The lion 

was full of joy. He jumped about like a dog, and licked the hands and feet of his new friend. 

Androclus was not at all afraid after this; and when night came, he and the lion lay down and slept side by 

side. 

For a long time, the lion brought food to Androclus every day; and the two became such good friends, that 

Androclus found his new life a very happy one. 

One day some soldiers who were passing through the wood found Androclus in the cave. They knew who he 

was, and so took him back to Rome. 

It was the law at that time that every slave who ran away from his master should be made to fight a hungry 

lion. So a fierce lion was shut up for a while without food, and a time was set for the fight. 

When the day came, thousands of people crowded to see the sport. They went to such places at that time very 

much as people now-a-days go to see a circus show or a game of baseball. 

The door opened, and poor Androclus was brought in. He was almost dead with fear, for the roars of the lion 

could already be heard. He looked up, and saw that there was no pity in the thousands of faces around him. 

Then the hungry lion rushed in. With a single bound he reached the poor slave. Androclus gave a great cry, 

not of fear, but of gladness. It was his old friend, the lion of the cave. 

The people, who had expected to see the man killed by the lion, were filled with wonder. They saw Androclus 

put his arms around the lion's neck; they saw the lion lie down at his feet, and lick them lovingly; they saw the 

great beast rub his head against the slave's face as though he wanted to be petted. They could not understand 

what it all meant. 
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After a while they asked Androclus to tell them about it. So he stood up before them, and, with his arm 

around the lion's neck, told how he and the beast had lived together in the cave. 

"I am a man," he said; "but no man has ever befriended me. This poor lion alone has been kind to me; and we 

love each other as brothers." 

The people were not so bad that they could be cruel to the poor slave now. "Live and be free!" they cried. 

"Live and be free!" 

Others cried, "Let the lion go free too! Give both of them their liberty!" 

And so Androclus was set free, and the lion was given to him for his own. And they lived together in Rome 

for many years. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-baldwin/short-story/androclus-and-the-lion 
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Transparent electrode lays foundation for see-through solar cells 

By Nick Lavars 

 

A new electrode could help pave the way for efficient transparent solar cells that could be used as windows 

ras-slava/Depositphotos 

With a view to one day developing transparent solar cells that can double as windows in homes and other 

buildings, an international team of scientists has demonstrated a new type of transparent electrode that can 

function as a key building block. The breakthrough overcomes some performance issues with previous efforts 

in this area, and lays the groundwork for advanced tandem solar cells that combine the strengths of two 

separate but complimentary technologies. 

Silicon-based solar cells have been a mainstay of solar technology for decades, but lately we're seeing 

perovskite-based cells make their mark. Ever-improving efficiencies have placed these solar cells front and 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://depositphotos.com/12209136/stock-photo-window-with-beautiful-landscape-behind.html
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center in conversations about renewable energy, and one exciting possibility includes combining them with 

traditional silicon-based cells to lower the cost and offer greater conversion efficiencies. 

 

 

Tandem solar cells are the focus of this latest research, which actually builds on earlier work around electrode 

materials for perovskite solar cells. Scientists had shown how ultrathin films of gold could be used as 

transparent electrodes for these cells, but had struggled to create a uniform layer, which led to poor 

conductivity. The authors of the new study have now found that using chromium as a seed layer for the gold 

film to form on sidesteps these issues. 

“Normally, if you grow a thin layer of something like gold, the nanoparticles will couple together and gather 

like small islands,” says Dong Yang, assistant research professor of materials science and engineering at Penn 

State. “Chromium has a large surface energy that provides a good place for the gold to grow on top of, and it 

actually allows the gold to form a continuous thin film.” 

 

https://newatlas.com/tandem-silicon-perovskite-solar-cell/36737/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/energy/transparent-electrode-tandem-solar-cells/#gallery:2
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By using chromium as a seed layer for a gold film to form on top of, scientist have demonstrated a new type of 

transparent electrode for tandem solar cells 

Penn State 

These ultrathin electrodes proved stable as part of a functioning perovskite cell, and demonstrated high 

efficiency in the team's testing. This perovskite cell on its own exhibited a 19.8 percent efficiency, which the 

team says is a record for a semi-transparent cell. Combining it with a silicon cell to form a tandem version 

resulted in an efficiency of 28.3 percent, compared to the 23.3 percent offered by the silicon cell alone. 

“A five percent improvement in efficiency is giant,” says study author Shashank Priya. “This basically means 

you are converting about 50 watts more sunlight for every square meter of solar cell material. Solar farms can 

consist of thousands of modules, so that adds up to a lot of electricity, and that’s a big breakthrough.” 

There is still work to do to turn these findings into a commercially available solar cell, but the scientists say 

that they've tackled two important issues in the development of of tandem solar cells, namely, the 

transparency and conductivity of the top electrode. 

“Transparent solar cells could someday find a place on windows in homes and office buildings, generating 

electricity from sunlight that would otherwise be wasted,” says Kai Wang, assistant research professor of 

materials science and engineering at Penn State and co-author on the study. “This is a big step – we finally 

succeeded in making efficient, semitransparent solar cells.” 

The research was published in the journal Nano Energy. 

Source: Penn State University 
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http://jme.biam.ac.cn/EN/10.11868/j.issn.1001-4381.2016.000392?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Special_Topic_on_Energy_Material_TrendMD_1
http://www.whxb.pku.edu.cn/EN/Y2020/V36/I12/2007066?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=Acta_Physico-Chimica_Sinica_TrendMD_1
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Yang Liu et al., Acta Physico-Chimica Sinica, 2020 

2. Retraso en atención médica: pandemia paralela a la COVID-19 

Dr. Miguel Álvarez Deza, Medscape, 2020 

3. Squabbles Over Science Education 

GenomeWeb, 2010 

 

Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over six years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science. He previously spent time at The 

Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in communications from 

Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. 

 

https://newatlas.com/energy/transparent-electrode-tandem-solar-cells/ 

  

https://www.medscape.com/verarticulo/5906269?src=ppc_trendmd_acq_mscp_pilot_display_inlang-es-mx-latam-int
https://www.genomeweb.com/blog/squabbles-over-science-education?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.W1-mgMdZrnc
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
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A Horace to Horace 

by Ishion Hutchinson 

Issue no. 224 (Spring 2018) 

1 

Lost causes confound. Where are you, cousin,  

since you swung upside down the iron gate 

outside school? The earth is your sky—correct  

me, was. I blame the missionaries. I blame 

myself for getting the words below Annie Vallotton’s 

fluent drawings. You drew blank. Swung and swung.  

The hinges, gnashing in my ears, wing out 

her “maximum expression with a minimum  

of lines.” Impossible, but wait awhile. 

2 

Me? Undermine the upper classes? What 

upper classes, exactly? Copper isn’t gold, 

nor is there a meadow or a brook 

in those crannies wedged on hillside plots— 

schemes, excuse me—cinder blocks and grilles  

artillery-teetered like upholstered derelicts  

amid fruit trees. They, too, are survivors.  

They live off the blood franchise I refuse,  

with undue respect, to forgive and move on. 

3 

Even the best possible outcome, you flew 

an avenging angel’s speed, was possible— 

forgive me, is. Ivory shade burns your  

steep descent up the shortcut bearing 

our trampled anonymity, 

over frugal marigolds and devil’s horsewhips.  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=934eaad876&e=d538c8f2e0
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When progress takes hold, in whatever form,  

it will be belated and advance nothing.  

I insist you stride on air. Fierce, tender. 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=934eaad876&e=d538c8f2e0 
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A Remembrance of Aerial Forms: Odilon Redon’s À Edgar Poe (1882) 

 

Odilon Redon (1840-1916) was many things: a painter, printmaker, draughtsman, and pastellist, who, over the 

course of his career, developed a singular style that fed both the decadent symbolism of the late nineteenth 

century and the modernism of the early twentieth. One of France’s most influential, yet (still) relatively 

unknown visionaries, he etched disembodied eyeballs and smudged ballooning minds in charcoal chiaroscuro, 

floating through a bardo between death and hell. His atmospheric melancholia bridged the Gothic with 

Surrealism, focusing on three types of landscape: nocturnal, autumnal, lunar. He had a naturalist’s talent for 

biological insight, but refracted through the medieval bestiary, and summoned figures mired so deeply in 

ugliness that they emerge both uncannily cute and unsuspectedly evocative. Like Francisco de Goya, writes 

the curator Jodi Hauptman, Redon “traffics in the monstrous and the diabolic, in distortion and degeneration, 

and deploys line, shadow, and hue to induce sensations of unease and dread”. But, alongside these idiomatic 

images of anguish, Redon is perhaps best remembered as an artist who influenced (and was influenced by) 

some of the most electric currents of nineteenth-century literature, both in English and in French. 

Gustave Flaubert, author of Madame Bovary, spent thirty years trying to write about the temptation of Saint 

Anthony, which, as Colin Dickey argues, found its ultimate realization in Redon’s adaptation of the novel to a 

series of prints. The French writer Joris-Karl Huysmans, who shared Redon’s taste for deformity, described 

https://brooklynrail.org/2005/11/artseen/beyond-the-visible-the-art-of-odilon-red
https://books.google.fi/books?id=BOYHQAXdgIIC&pg=PA17&dq=traffics+in+the+monstrous+and+the+diabolic,+in+distortion+and+degeneration,+and+deploys+line&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjo-7_Jg63wAhXOwosKHVXDDuQQ6AEwAHoECAEQAg#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.fi/books?id=BOYHQAXdgIIC&pg=PA17&dq=traffics+in+the+monstrous+and+the+diabolic,+in+distortion+and+degeneration,+and+deploys+line&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjo-7_Jg63wAhXOwosKHVXDDuQQ6AEwAHoECAEQAg#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-redemption-of-saint-anthony
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the painter’s typical subject matter in his novel À rebours (1884), helping draw attention to an artist still 

struggling for recognition: 

. . . figures whose simian shapes, heavy jaws, beetling eyebrows, retreating foreheads and flat skulls, recalled 

the ancestral heads of the first quaternary periods, when inarticulate man still devoured fruits and seeds, and 

was still contemporaneous with the mammoth, the rhinoceros and the big bear. These designs were beyond 

anything imaginable; they leaped, for the most part, beyond the limits of painting and introduced a fantasy 

that was unique, the fantasy of a diseased and delirious mind. 

Later, this same character describes how Redon seems to have transposed Edgar Allan Poe’s tales, their 

“mirages of hallucination and effects”, into a different medium. Indeed, it is in a series of six lithographic 

dreamworlds titled À Edgar Poe, where we find some of Redon’s most evocative works. “What is astonishing 

in the Poe-Redon fusion”, writes Marina van Zuylen, is that “both artists yearned for rules of composition 

while portraying creatures that were unruly and decomposing”. 

In Un masque sonne le glas funèbre (A mask sounds the death knell), for instance, a face detached from any 

skull chimes a church bell with its skeletal hand. Here the end of life becomes literal disintegration, 

recalling Poe’s poem “The Bells”, which begins with festal jingling (birth, marriage) and then decays into the 

jangling repetition of a dissonant virge: 

They are neither man nor woman— 

      They are neither brute nor human— 

                  They are Ghouls: 

            And their king it is who tolls; 

            And he rolls, rolls, rolls, 

                        Rolls 

A pæan from the bells! 

In other images from the À Edgar Poe series, Redon alludes to Poe while also playing out his own poetics of 

sight. The pièce de résistance, perhaps, in this regard, is captioned L’oeil, comme un ballon bizarre se dirige 

vers L’INFINI (The eye, like a strange balloon, mounts toward Infinity). To figure out where Redon alights on 

Poe requires some critical stitching, like Frankenstein assembling the cemetery organs. Van Zuylen connects 

Redon’s hot-air eyeball to a passage from Poe’s “Berenice”, a late story that picks up one of the author’s 

favorite themes: the parallel between intellectual realization and erotic longing. 

There is, however, a remembrance of aerial forms—of spiritual and meaning eyes—of sounds, musical yet 

sad—a remembrance which will not be excluded; a memory like a shadow—vague, variable, indefinite, 

unsteady; and like a shadow, too, in the impossibility of my getting rid of it while the sunlight of my reason 

shall exist. 

While Redon later downplayed his interest in the American author, claiming that he made the lithographs as a 

gambit for fame, his deep immersion in Poe’s oeuvre becomes all the more visible the longer we look. You 

can browse the complete À Edgar Poe series below (and three of them for sale as prints in our shop here). 

https://archive.org/details/againstgrain00huy/page/106/mode/2up?q=redon
https://books.google.fi/books?id=BOYHQAXdgIIC&pg=PA69&dq=What+is+astonishing+in+the+Poe-Redon+fusion&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjVyv-Cja3wAhXqtYsKHc3-AUAQ6AEwAHoECAQQAg#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://poets.org/poem/bells
https://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/147/the-works-of-edgar-allan-poe/5230/berenice/
https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/fine-art-prints/artist/odilon-redon
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Buy as a Print 

https://publicdomainreview.org/product/to-edgar-poe-the-eye-like-a-strange-balloon-mounts-toward-infinity?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
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“The eye, like a strange balloon, mounts toward Infinity.” 
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“Before the black sun of Melancholy, Lenore appears.” 

 

Buy as a Print 

“On the horizon, the Angel of Certitude, and in the somber heaven a questioning eye.” 

https://publicdomainreview.org/product/to-edgar-poe-on-the-horizon-the-angel-of-certainty?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
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“The living breath is also in the Spheres.” 
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“Madness” 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 567  august  2021 

 

137 

 

Buy as a Print 

“A mask sounds the death knell.” 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/odilon-redon-a-edgar-poe 

https://publicdomainreview.org/product/to-edgar-poe-a-mask-sounds-the-death-knell?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/odilon-redon-a-edgar-poe
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Shooting an Elephant 

by George Orwell 

 

Shooting an Elephant is Orwell's first-hand observations of imperialism in Asia. "I was all for the Burmese 

and all against their oppressors, the British. As for the job I was doing, I hated it more bitterly than I can 

perhaps make clear. In a job like that you see the dirty work of Empire at close quarters." 

 

Vessantara Jataka, Royal white elephant, Thailand, late 19th century 

In Moulmein, in lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people – the only time in my life that I have 

been important enough for this to happen to me. I was sub-divisional police officer of the town, and in an 

aimless, petty kind of way anti-European feeling was very bitter. No one had the guts to raise a riot, but if a 

European woman went through the bazaars alone somebody would probably spit betel juice over her dress. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/george-orwell
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As a police officer I was an obvious target and was baited whenever it seemed safe to do so. When a nimble 

Burman tripped me up on the football field and the referee (another Burman) looked the other way, the 

crowd yelled with hideous laughter. This happened more than once. In the end the sneering yellow faces of 

young men that met me everywhere, the insults hooted after me when I was at a safe distance, got badly on 

my nerves. The young Buddhist priests were the worst of all. There were several thousands of them in the 

town and none of them seemed to have anything to do except stand on street corners and jeer at 

Europeans. 

All this was perplexing and upsetting. For at that time I had already made up my mind that imperialism was 

an evil thing and the sooner I chucked up my job and got out of it the better. Theoretically – and secretly, of 

course – I was all for the Burmese and all against their oppressors, the British. As for the job I was doing, I 

hated it more bitterly than I can perhaps make clear. In a job like that you see the dirty work of Empire at 

close quarters. The wretched prisoners huddling in the stinking cages of the lock-ups, the grey, cowed faces 

of the long-term convicts, the scarred buttocks of the men who had been Bogged with bamboos – all these 

oppressed me with an intolerable sense of guilt. But I could get nothing into perspective. I was young and ill-

educated and I had had to think out my problems in the utter silence that is imposed on every Englishman in 

the East. I did not even know that the British Empire is dying, still less did I know that it is a great deal better 

than the younger empires that are going to supplant it. All I knew was that I was stuck between my hatred of 

the empire I served and my rage against the evil-spirited little beasts who tried to make my job impossible. 

With one part of my mind I thought of the British Raj as an unbreakable tyranny, as something clamped 

down, in saecula saeculorum, upon the will of prostrate peoples; with another part I thought that the 

greatest joy in the world would be to drive a bayonet into a Buddhist priest's guts. Feelings like these are the 

normal by-products of imperialism; ask any Anglo-Indian official, if you can catch him off duty. 

One day something happened which in a roundabout way was enlightening. It was a tiny incident in itself, 

but it gave me a better glimpse than I had had before of the real nature of imperialism – the real motives for 

which despotic governments act. Early one morning the sub-inspector at a police station the other end of 

the town rang me up on the phone and said that an elephant was ravaging the bazaar. Would I please come 

and do something about it? I did not know what I could do, but I wanted to see what was happening and I 

got on to a pony and started out. I took my rifle, an old 44 Winchester and much too small to kill an 

elephant, but I thought the noise might be useful in terrorem. Various Burmans stopped me on the way and 

told me about the elephant's doings. It was not, of course, a wild elephant, but a tame one which had gone 

"must." It had been chained up, as tame elephants always are when their attack of "must" is due, but on the 

previous night it had broken its chain and escaped. Its mahout, the only person who could manage it when it 

was in that state, had set out in pursuit, but had taken the wrong direction and was now twelve hours' 

journey away, and in the morning the elephant had suddenly reappeared in the town. The Burmese 

population had no weapons and were quite helpless against it. It had already destroyed somebody's 

bamboo hut, killed a cow and raided some fruit-stalls and devoured the stock; also it had met the municipal 

rubbish van and, when the driver jumped out and took to his heels, had turned the van over and inflicted 

violences upon it. 
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The Burmese sub-inspector and some Indian constables were waiting for me in the quarter where the 

elephant had been seen. It was a very poor quarter, a labyrinth of squalid bamboo huts, thatched with 

palmleaf, winding all over a steep hillside. I remember that it was a cloudy, stuffy morning at the beginning 

of the rains. We began questioning the people as to where the elephant had gone and, as usual, failed to get 

any definite information. That is invariably the case in the East; a story always sounds clear enough at a 

distance, but the nearer you get to the scene of events the vaguer it becomes. Some of the people said that 

the elephant had gone in one direction, some said that he had gone in another, some professed not even to 

have heard of any elephant. I had almost made up my mind that the whole story was a pack of lies, when we 

heard yells a little distance away. There was a loud, scandalized cry of "Go away, child! Go away this 

instant!" and an old woman with a switch in her hand came round the corner of a hut, violently shooing 

away a crowd of naked children. Some more women followed, clicking their tongues and exclaiming; 

evidently there was something that the children ought not to have seen. I rounded the hut and saw a man's 

dead body sprawling in the mud. He was an Indian, a black Dravidian coolie, almost naked, and he could not 

have been dead many minutes. The people said that the elephant had come suddenly upon him round the 

corner of the hut, caught him with its trunk, put its foot on his back and ground him into the earth. This was 

the rainy season and the ground was soft, and his face had scored a trench a foot deep and a couple of yards 

long. He was lying on his belly with arms crucified and head sharply twisted to one side. His face was coated 

with mud, the eyes wide open, the teeth bared and grinning with an expression of unendurable agony. 

(Never tell me, by the way, that the dead look peaceful. Most of the corpses I have seen looked devilish.) 

The friction of the great beast's foot had stripped the skin from his back as neatly as one skins a rabbit. As 

soon as I saw the dead man I sent an orderly to a friend's house nearby to borrow an elephant rifle. I had 

already sent back the pony, not wanting it to go mad with fright and throw me if it smelt the elephant. 

The orderly came back in a few minutes with a rifle and five cartridges, and meanwhile some Burmans had 

arrived and told us that the elephant was in the paddy fields below, only a few hundred yards away. As I 

started forward practically the whole population of the quarter flocked out of the houses and followed me. 

They had seen the rifle and were all shouting excitedly that I was going to shoot the elephant. They had not 

shown much interest in the elephant when he was merely ravaging their homes, but it was different now 

that he was going to be shot. It was a bit of fun to them, as it would be to an English crowd; besides they 

wanted the meat. It made me vaguely uneasy. I had no intention of shooting the elephant – I had merely 

sent for the rifle to defend myself if necessary – and it is always unnerving to have a crowd following you. I 

marched down the hill, looking and feeling a fool, with the rifle over my shoulder and an ever-growing army 

of people jostling at my heels. At the bottom, when you got away from the huts, there was a metalled road 

and beyond that a miry waste of paddy fields a thousand yards across, not yet ploughed but soggy from the 

first rains and dotted with coarse grass. The elephant was standing eight yards from the road, his left side 

towards us. He took not the slightest notice of the crowd's approach. He was tearing up bunches of grass, 

beating them against his knees to clean them and stuffing them into his mouth. 

I had halted on the road. As soon as I saw the elephant I knew with perfect certainty that I ought not to 

shoot him. It is a serious matter to shoot a working elephant – it is comparable to destroying a huge and 

costly piece of machinery – and obviously one ought not to do it if it can possibly be avoided. And at that 
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distance, peacefully eating, the elephant looked no more dangerous than a cow. I thought then and I think 

now that his attack of "must" was already passing off; in which case he would merely wander harmlessly 

about until the mahout came back and caught him. Moreover, I did not in the least want to shoot him. I 

decided that I would watch him for a little while to make sure that he did not turn savage again, and then go 

home. 

But at that moment I glanced round at the crowd that had followed me. It was an immense crowd, two 

thousand at the least and growing every minute. It blocked the road for a long distance on either side. I 

looked at the sea of yellow faces above the garish clothes-faces all happy and excited over this bit of fun, all 

certain that the elephant was going to be shot. They were watching me as they would watch a conjurer 

about to perform a trick. They did not like me, but with the magical rifle in my hands I was momentarily 

worth watching. And suddenly I realized that I should have to shoot the elephant after all. The people 

expected it of me and I had got to do it; I could feel their two thousand wills pressing me forward, 

irresistibly. And it was at this moment, as I stood there with the rifle in my hands, that I first grasped the 

hollowness, the futility of the white man's dominion in the East. Here was I, the white man with his gun, 

standing in front of the unarmed native crowd – seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but in reality I was 

only an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by the will of those yellow faces behind. I perceived in this 

moment that when the white man turns tyrant it is his own freedom that he destroys. He becomes a sort of 

hollow, posing dummy, the conventionalized figure of a sahib. For it is the condition of his rule that he shall 

spend his life in trying to impress the "natives," and so in every crisis he has got to do what the "natives" 

expect of him. He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it. I had got to shoot the elephant. I had committed 

myself to doing it when I sent for the rifle. A sahib has got to act like a sahib; he has got to appear resolute, 

to know his own mind and do definite things. To come all that way, rifle in hand, with two thousand people 

marching at my heels, and then to trail feebly away, having done nothing – no, that was impossible. The 

crowd would laugh at me. And my whole life, every white man's life in the East, was one long struggle not to 

be laughed at. 

But I did not want to shoot the elephant. I watched him beating his bunch of grass against his knees, with 

that preoccupied grandmotherly air that elephants have. It seemed to me that it would be murder to shoot 

him. At that age I was not squeamish about killing animals, but I had never shot an elephant and never 

wanted to. (Somehow it always seems worse to kill a large animal.) Besides, there was the beast's owner to 

be considered. Alive, the elephant was worth at least a hundred pounds; dead, he would only be worth the 

value of his tusks, five pounds, possibly. But I had got to act quickly. I turned to some experienced-looking 

Burmans who had been there when we arrived, and asked them how the elephant had been behaving. They 

all said the same thing: he took no notice of you if you left him alone, but he might charge if you went too 

close to him. 

It was perfectly clear to me what I ought to do. I ought to walk up to within, say, twenty-five yards of the 

elephant and test his behavior. If he charged, I could shoot; if he took no notice of me, it would be safe to 

leave him until the mahout came back. But also I knew that I was going to do no such thing. I was a poor 

shot with a rifle and the ground was soft mud into which one would sink at every step. If the elephant 

charged and I missed him, I should have about as much chance as a toad under a steam-roller. But even then 
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I was not thinking particularly of my own skin, only of the watchful yellow faces behind. For at that moment, 

with the crowd watching me, I was not afraid in the ordinary sense, as I would have been if I had been alone. 

A white man mustn't be frightened in front of "natives"; and so, in general, he isn't frightened. The sole 

thought in my mind was that if anything went wrong those two thousand Burmans would see me pursued, 

caught, trampled on and reduced to a grinning corpse like that Indian up the hill. And if that happened it was 

quite probable that some of them would laugh. That would never do. 

There was only one alternative. I shoved the cartridges into the magazine and lay down on the road to get a 

better aim. The crowd grew very still, and a deep, low, happy sigh, as of people who see the theatre curtain 

go up at last, breathed from innumerable throats. They were going to have their bit of fun after all. The rifle 

was a beautiful German thing with cross-hair sights. I did not then know that in shooting an elephant one 

would shoot to cut an imaginary bar running from ear-hole to ear-hole. I ought, therefore, as the elephant 

was sideways on, to have aimed straight at his ear-hole, actually I aimed several inches in front of this, 

thinking the brain would be further forward. 

When I pulled the trigger I did not hear the bang or feel the kick – one never does when a shot goes home – 

but I heard the devilish roar of glee that went up from the crowd. In that instant, in too short a time, one 

would have thought, even for the bullet to get there, a mysterious, terrible change had come over the 

elephant. He neither stirred nor fell, but every line of his body had altered. He looked suddenly stricken, 

shrunken, immensely old, as though the frightful impact of the bullet had paralysed him without knocking 

him down. At last, after what seemed a long time – it might have been five seconds, I dare say – he sagged 

flabbily to his knees. His mouth slobbered. An enormous senility seemed to have settled upon him. One 

could have imagined him thousands of years old. I fired again into the same spot. At the second shot he did 

not collapse but climbed with desperate slowness to his feet and stood weakly upright, with legs sagging 

and head drooping. I fired a third time. That was the shot that did for him. You could see the agony of it jolt 

his whole body and knock the last remnant of strength from his legs. But in falling he seemed for a moment 

to rise, for as his hind legs collapsed beneath him he seemed to tower upward like a huge rock toppling, his 

trunk reaching skyward like a tree. He trumpeted, for the first and only time. And then down he came, his 

belly towards me, with a crash that seemed to shake the ground even where I lay. 

I got up. The Burmans were already racing past me across the mud. It was obvious that the elephant would 

never rise again, but he was not dead. He was breathing very rhythmically with long rattling gasps, his great 

mound of a side painfully rising and falling. His mouth was wide open – I could see far down into caverns of 

pale pink throat. I waited a long time for him to die, but his breathing did not weaken. Finally I fired my two 

remaining shots into the spot where I thought his heart must be. The thick blood welled out of him like red 

velvet, but still he did not die. His body did not even jerk when the shots hit him, the tortured breathing 

continued without a pause. He was dying, very slowly and in great agony, but in some world remote from 

me where not even a bullet could damage him further. I felt that I had got to put an end to that dreadful 

noise. It seemed dreadful to see the great beast Lying there, powerless to move and yet powerless to die, 

and not even to be able to finish him. I sent back for my small rifle and poured shot after shot into his heart 

and down his throat. They seemed to make no impression. The tortured gasps continued as steadily as the 

ticking of a clock. 
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In the end I could not stand it any longer and went away. I heard later that it took him half an hour to die. 

Burmans were bringing dash and baskets even before I left, and I was told they had stripped his body almost 

to the bones by the afternoon. 

Afterwards, of course, there were endless discussions about the shooting of the elephant. The owner was 

furious, but he was only an Indian and could do nothing. Besides, legally I had done the right thing, for a mad 

elephant has to be killed, like a mad dog, if its owner fails to control it. Among the Europeans opinion was 

divided. The older men said I was right, the younger men said it was a damn shame to shoot an elephant for 

killing a coolie, because an elephant was worth more than any damn Coringhee coolie. And afterwards I was 

very glad that the coolie had been killed; it put me legally in the right and it gave me a sufficient pretext for 

shooting the elephant. I often wondered whether any of the others grasped that I had done it solely to avoid 

looking a fool. 

 

Shooting an Elephant was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Fri, Jun 25, 2021 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/george-orwell/essay/shooting-an-elephant
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An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge 

by Ambrose Bierce 

 

Set during the American Civil War, "An Occurrence at Owl Creek" is Bierce's most famous short 

story. It was first published in the San Francisco Examiner in 1890. It then appeared in Bierce's 

1891 collection Tales of Soldiers and Civilians. We encourage students and teacher to use our An 

Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge Study Guide to learn more about the story. 

 

Military 

bridge constructed over the Tennessee River, 1863 

I 

A man stood upon a railroad bridge in northern Alabama, looking down into the swift water 

twenty feet below. The man's hands were behind his back, the wrists bound with a cord. A rope 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ambrose-bierce
https://americanliterature.com/an-occurrence-at-owl-creek-bridge-study-guide
https://americanliterature.com/an-occurrence-at-owl-creek-bridge-study-guide
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closely encircled his neck. It was attached to a stout cross-timber above his head and the slack fell 

to the level of his knees. Some loose boards laid upon the sleepers supporting the metals of the 

railway supplied a footing for him and his executioners--two private soldiers of the Federal army, 

directed by a sergeant who in civil life may have been a deputy sheriff. At a short remove upon the 

same temporary platform was an officer in the uniform of his rank, armed. He was a captain. A 

sentinel at each end of the bridge stood with his rifle in the position known as "support," that is to 

say, vertical in front of the left shoulder, the hammer resting on the forearm thrown straight 

across the chest--a formal and unnatural position, enforcing an erect carriage of the body. It did 

not appear to be the duty of these two men to know what was occurring at the center of the 

bridge; they merely blockaded the two ends of the foot planking that traversed it. Beyond one of 

the sentinels nobody was in sight; the railroad ran straight away into a forest for a hundred yards, 

then, curving, was lost to view. Doubtless there was an outpost farther along. The other bank of 

the stream was open ground--a gentle acclivity topped with a stockade of vertical tree trunks, 

loopholed for rifles, with a single embrasure through which protruded the muzzle of a brass 

cannon commanding the bridge. Midway of the slope between the bridge and fort were the 

spectators--a single company of infantry in line, at "parade rest," the butts of the rifles on the 

ground, the barrels inclining slightly backward against the right shoulder, the hands crossed upon 

the stock. A lieutenant stood at the right of the line, the point of his sword upon the ground, his 

left hand resting upon his right. Excepting the group of four at the center of the bridge, not a man 

moved. The company faced the bridge, staring stonily, motionless. The sentinels, facing the banks 

of the stream, might have been statues to adorn the bridge. The captain stood with folded arms, 

silent, observing the work of his subordinates, but making no sign. Death is a dignitary who when 

he comes announced is to be received with formal manifestations of respect, even by those most 

familiar with him. In the code of military etiquette silence and fixity are forms of deference. 
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apparently about thirty-five years of age. He was a civilian, if one might judge from his habit, which 

was that of a planter. His features were good--a straight nose, firm mouth, broad forehead, from 

which his long, dark hair was combed straight back, falling behind his ears to the collar of his well-

fitting frock coat. He wore a mustache and pointed beard, but no whiskers; his eyes were large 

and dark gray, and had a kindly expression which one would hardly have expected in one whose 

neck was in the hemp. Evidently this was no vulgar assassin. The liberal military code makes 

provision for hanging many kinds of persons, and gentlemen are not excluded. 

The preparations being complete, the two private soldiers stepped aside and each drew away the 

plank upon which he had been standing. The sergeant turned to the captain, saluted and placed 

himself immediately behind that officer, who in turn moved apart one pace. These movements left 

the condemned man and the sergeant standing on the two ends of the same plank, which 

spanned three of the cross-ties of the bridge. The end upon which the civilian stood almost, but 

not quite, reached a fourth. This plank had been held in place by the weight of the captain; it was 

now held by that of the sergeant. At a signal from the former the latter would step aside, the plank 

would tilt and the condemned man go down between two ties. The arrangement commended 

itself to his judgment as simple and effective. His face had not been covered nor his eyes 

bandaged. He looked a moment at his "unsteadfast footing," then let his gaze wander to the 

swirling water of the stream racing madly beneath his feet. A piece of dancing driftwood caught 

his attention and his eyes followed it down the current. How slowly it appeared to move, What a 

sluggish stream! 

He closed his eyes in order to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and children. The water, touched 

to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some distance down the stream, 

the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift--all had distracted him. And now he became conscious of a 

new disturbance. Striking through the thought of his dear ones was a sound which he could 

neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a 

blacksmith's hammer upon the anvil; it had the same ringing quality. He wondered what it was, 

and whether immeasurably distant or near by--it seemed both. Its recurrence was regular, but as 

slow as the tolling of a death knell. He awaited each stroke with impatience and--he knew not 

why--apprehension. The intervals of silence grew progressively longer, the delays became 

maddening. With their greater infrequency the sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They 

hurt his ear like the thrust of a knife; he feared he would shriek. What he heard was the ticking of 

his watch. 

He unclosed his eyes and saw again the water below him. "If I could free my hands," he thought, "I 

might throw off the noose and spring into the stream. By diving I could evade the bullets and, 

swimming vigorously, reach the bank, take to the woods and get away home. My home, thank 
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God, is as yet outside their lines; my wife and little ones are still beyond the invader's farthest 

advance." 

As these thoughts, which have here to be set down in words, were flashed into the doomed man's 

brain rather than evolved from it the captain nodded to the sergeant. The sergeant stepped aside. 

II 

Peyton 

Farquhar was a well-to-do planter, of an old and highly respected Alabama family. Being a slave 

owner and like other slave owners a politician he was naturally an original secessionist and 

ardently devoted to the Southern cause. Circumstances of an imperious nature, which it is 

unnecessary to relate here, had prevented him from taking service with the gallant army that had 

fought the disastrous campaigns ending with the fall of Corinth, and he chafed under the 

inglorious restraint, longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of the soldier, the 

opportunity for distinction. That opportunity, he felt, would come, as it comes to all in war time. 

Meanwhile he did what he could. No service was too humble for him to perform in aid of the 
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South, no adventure too perilous for him to undertake if consistent with the character of a civilian 

who was at heart a soldier, and who in good faith and without too much qualification assented to 

at least a part of the frankly villainous dictum that all is fair in love and war. 

One evening while Farquhar and his wife were sitting on a rustic bench near the entrance to his 

grounds, a gray-clad soldier rode up to the gate and asked for a drink of water. Mrs. Farquhar was 

only too happy to serve him with her own white hands. While she was fetching the water her 

husband approached the dusty horseman and inquired eagerly for news from the front. 

"The Yanks are repairing the railroads," said the man, "and are getting ready for another advance. 

They have reached the Owl Creek bridge, put it in order and built a stockade on the north bank. 

The commandant has issued an order, which is posted everywhere, declaring that any civilian 

caught interfering with the railroad, its bridges, tunnels or trains will be summarily hanged. I saw 

the order." 

"How far is it to the Owl Creek bridge?" Farquhar asked. 

"About thirty miles." 

"Is there no force on this side the creek?" 

"Only a picket post half a mile out, on the railroad, and a single sentinel at this end of the bridge." 

"Suppose a man--a civilian and student of hanging--should elude the picket post and perhaps get 

the better of the sentinel," said Farquhar, smiling, "what could he accomplish?" 

The soldier reflected. "I was there a month ago," he replied. "I observed that the flood of last 

winter had lodged a great quantity of driftwood against the wooden pier at this end of the bridge. 

It is now dry and would burn like tow." 

The lady had now brought the water, which the soldier drank. He thanked her ceremoniously, 

bowed to her husband and rode away. An hour later, after nightfall, he repassed the plantation, 

going northward in the direction from which he had come. He was a Federal scout. 

III 

As Peyton Farquhar fell straight downward through the bridge he lost consciousness and was as 

one already dead. From this state he was awakened--ages later, it seemed to him--by the pain of a 

sharp pressure upon his throat, followed by a sense of suffocation. Keen, poignant agonies 

seemed to shoot from his neck downward through every fiber of his body and limbs. These pains 

appeared to flash along well-defined lines of ramification and to beat with an inconceivably rapid 

periodicity. They seemed like streams of pulsating fire heating him to an intolerable temperature. 
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As to his head, he was conscious of nothing but a feeling of fulness--of congestion. These 

sensations were unaccompanied by thought. The intellectual part of his nature was already 

effaced; he had power only to feel, and feeling was torment. He was conscious of motion. 

Encompassed in a luminous cloud, of which he was now merely the fiery heart, without material 

substance, he swung through unthinkable arcs of oscillation, like a vast pendulum. Then all at 

once, with terrible suddenness, the light about him shot upward with the noise of a loud splash; a 

frightful roaring was in his ears, and all was cold and dark. The power of thought was restored; he 

knew that the rope had broken and he had fallen into the stream. There was no additional 

strangulation; the noose about his neck was already suffocating him and kept the water from his 

lungs. To die of hanging at the bottom of a river!--the idea seemed to him ludicrous. He opened 

his eyes in the darkness and saw above him a gleam of light, but how distant, how inaccessible! He 

was still sinking, for the light became fainter and fainter until it was a mere glimmer. Then it began 

to grow and brighten, and he knew that he was rising toward the surface--knew it with reluctance, 

for he was now very comfortable. "To be hanged and drowned," he thought? "that is not so bad; 

but I do not wish to be shot. No; I will not be shot; that is not fair." 

He was not conscious of an effort, but a sharp pain in his wrist apprised him that he was trying to 

free his hands. He gave the struggle his attention, as an idler might observe the feat of a juggler, 

without interest in the outcome. What splendid effort!--what magnificent, what superhuman 

strength! Ah, that was a fine endeavor! Bravo! The cord fell away; his arms parted and floated 

upward, the hands dimly seen on each side in the growing light. He watched them with a new 

interest as first one and then the other pounced upon the noose at his neck. They tore it away and 

thrust it fiercely aside, its undulations resembling those of a water snake. "Put it back, put it back!" 

He thought he shouted these words to his hands, for the undoing of the noose had been 

succeeded by the direst pang that he had yet experienced. His neck ached horribly; his brain was 

on fire; his heart, which had been fluttering faintly, gave a great leap, trying to force itself out at 

his mouth. His whole body was racked and wrenched with an insupportable anguish! But his 

disobedient hands gave no heed to the command. They beat the water vigorously with quick, 

downward strokes, forcing him to the surface. He felt his head emerge; his eyes were blinded by 

the sunlight; his chest expanded convulsively, and with a supreme and crowning agony his lungs 

engulfed a great draught of air, which instantly he expelled in a shriek! 

He was now in full possession of his physical senses. They were, indeed, preternaturally keen and 

alert. Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and refined them 

that they made record of things never before perceived. He felt the ripples upon his face and 

heard their separate sounds as they struck. He looked at the forest on the bank of the stream, saw 

the individual trees, the leaves and the veining of each leaf--saw the very insects upon them: the 

locusts, the brilliant-bodied flies, the grey spiders stretching their webs from twig to twig. He 
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noted the prismatic colors in all the dewdrops upon a million blades of grass. The humming of the 

gnats that danced above the eddies of the stream, the beating of the dragon flies' wings, the 

strokes of the water-spiders' legs, like oars which had lifted their boat--all these made audible 

music. A fish slid along beneath his eyes and he heard the rush of its body parting the water. 

He had come to the surface facing down the stream; in a moment the visible world seemed to 

wheel slowly round, himself the pivotal point, and he saw the bridge, the fort, the soldiers upon 

the bridge, the captain, the sergeant, the two privates, his executioners. They were in silhouette 

against the blue sky. They shouted and gesticulated, pointing at him. The captain had drawn his 

pistol, but did not fire; the others were unarmed. Their movements were grotesque and horrible, 

their forms gigantic. 

Suddenly he heard a sharp report and something struck the water smartly within a few inches of 

his head, spattering his face with spray. He heard a second report, and saw one of the sentinels 

with his rifle at his shoulder, a light cloud of blue smoke rising from the muzzle. The man in the 

water saw the eye of the man on the bridge gazing into his own through the sights of the rifle. He 

observed that it was a grey eye and remembered having read that grey eyes were keenest, and 

that all famous marksmen had them. Nevertheless, this one had missed. 

A counter-swirl had caught Farquhar and turned him half round; he was again looking into the 

forest on the bank opposite the fort. The sound of a clear, high voice in a monotonous singsong 

now rang out behind him and came across the water with a distinctness that pierced and subdued 

all other sounds, even the beating of the ripples in his ears. Although no soldier, he had 

frequented camps enough to know the dread significance of that deliberate, drawling, aspirated 

chant; the lieutenant on shore was taking a part in the morning's work. How coldly and pitilessly--

with what an even, calm intonation, presaging, and enforcing tranquillity in the men--with what 

accurately measured intervals fell those cruel words: 

"Attention, company! . . Shoulder arms! . . . Ready! . . . Aim! . . . Fire!" 

Farquhar dived--dived as deeply as he could. The water roared in his ears like the voice of Niagara, 

yet he heard the dulled thunder of the volley and, rising again toward the surface, met shining bits 

of metal, singularly flattened, oscillating slowly downward. Some of them touched him on the face 

and hands, then fell away, continuing their descent. One lodged between his collar and neck; it 

was uncomfortably warm and he snatched it out. 

As he rose to the surface, gasping for breath, he saw that he had been a long time under water; he 

was perceptibly farther down stream nearer to safety. The soldiers had almost finished reloading; 

the metal ramrods flashed all at once in the sunshine as they were drawn from the barrels, turned 
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in the air, and thrust into their sockets. The two sentinels fired again, independently and 

ineffectually. 

The hunted man saw all this over his shoulder; he was now swimming vigorously with the current. 

His brain was as energetic as his arms and legs; he thought with the rapidity of lightning. 

The officer," he reasoned, "will not make that martinet's error a second time. It is as easy to dodge 

a volley as a single shot. He has probably already given the command to fire at will. God help me, I 

cannot dodge them all!" 

An appalling splash within two yards of him was followed by a loud, rushing sound, diminuendo, 

which seemed to travel back through the air to the fort and died in an explosion which stirred the 

very river to its deeps! 

A rising sheet of water curved over him, fell down upon him, blinded him, strangled him! The 

cannon had taken a hand in the game. As he shook his head free from the commotion of the 

smitten water he heard the deflected shot humming through the air ahead, and in an instant it 

was cracking and smashing the branches in the forest beyond. 

"They will not do that again," he thought; "the next time they will use a charge of grape. I must 

keep my eye upon the gun; the smoke will apprise me--the report arrives too late; it lags behind 

the missile. That is a good gun." 

Suddenly he felt himself whirled round and round--spinning like a top. The water, the banks, the 

forests, the now distant bridge, fort and men--all were commingled and blurred. Objects were 

represented by their colors only; circular horizontal streaks of color--that was all he saw. He had 

been caught in a vortex and was being whirled on with a velocity of advance and gyration that 

made him giddy and sick. In a few moments he was flung upon the gravel at the foot of the left 

bank of the stream--the southern bank--and behind a projecting point which concealed him from 

his enemies. The sudden arrest of his motion, the abrasion of one of his hands on the gravel, 

restored him, and he wept with delight. He dug his fingers into the sand, threw it over himself in 

handfuls and audibly blessed it. It looked like diamonds, rubies, emeralds; he could think of 

nothing beautiful which it did not resemble. The trees upon the bank were giant garden plants; he 

noted a definite order in their arrangement, inhaled the fragrance of their blooms. A strange, 

roseate light shone through the spaces among their trunks and the wind made in their branches 

the music of olian harps. He had no wish to perfect his escape--was content to remain in that 

enchanting spot until retaken. 
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A whiz and rattle of grapeshot among the branches high above his head roused him from his 

dream. The baffled cannoneer had fired him a random farewell. He sprang to his feet, rushed up 

the sloping bank, and plunged into the forest. 

All that day he traveled, laying his course by the rounding sun. The forest seemed interminable; 

nowhere did he discover a break in it, not even a woodman's road. He had not known that he lived 

in so wild a region. There was something uncanny in the revelation. 

By nightfall he was fatigued, footsore, famishing. The thought of his wife and children urged him 

on. At last he found a road which led him in what he knew to be the right direction. It was as wide 

and straight as a city street, yet it seemed untraveled. No fields bordered it, no dwelling anywhere. 

Not so much as the barking of a dog suggested human habitation. The black bodies of the trees 

formed a straight wall on both sides, terminating on the horizon in a point, like a diagram in a 

lesson in perspective. Overhead, as he looked up through this rift in the wood, shone great garden 

stars looking unfamiliar and grouped in strange constellations. He was sure they were arranged in 

some order which had a secret and malign significance. The wood on either side was full of 

singular noises, among which--once, twice, and again--he distinctly heard whispers in an unknown 

tongue. 

His neck was in pain and lifting his hand to it found it horribly swollen. He knew that it had a circle 

of black where the rope had bruised it. His eyes felt congested; he could no longer close them. His 

tongue was swollen with thirst; he relieved its fever by thrusting it forward from between his 

teeth into the cold air. How softly the turf had carpeted the untraveled avenue--he could no 

longer feel the roadway beneath his feet! 

Doubtless, despite his suffering, he had fallen asleep while walking, for now he sees another 

scene--perhaps he has merely recovered from a delirium. He stands at the gate of his own home. 

All is as he left it, and all bright and beautiful in the morning sunshine. He must have traveled the 

entire night. As he pushes open the gate and passes up the wide white walk, he sees a flutter of 

female garments; his wife, looking fresh and cool and sweet, steps down from the veranda to 

meet him. At the bottom of the steps she stands waiting, with a smile of ineffable joy, an attitude 

of matchless grace and dignity. Ah, how beautiful she is! He springs forward with extended arms. 

As he is about to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a blinding white 

light blazes all about him with a sound like the shock of a cannon--then all is darkness and silence! 

Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side to side beneath 

the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge. 
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An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Thu, Jun 24, 
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