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The Anatomy of Melancholy at 400: Still Good Advice 

Scholars! Feeling blue? Read on. 

 

A Young Student at His Desk: Melancholy by Pieter Codde, 1633 

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Matthew Wills  

  

Friends, do you suffer from vertigo, itch, headache, bad dreams, too much sexual appetite, default of spleen, 

bad diet, &c.? Are you stuck in a dusty ivory tower, like a mewed hawk? Ae you given to ambition, poverty 

and want, visions, idleness, farting (“wind”), &c.? If so, you may very well be suffering from an excess of 

black bile, which is literally the meaning of the word “melancholy.” 

Today, melancholy is a fancy way of saying sadness or perhaps mild depression, but in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, it was much more. Melancholy was a form of delirium or derangement, a feeling of 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Student_at_His_Desk_-_Melancholy_(1633)_by_Pieter_Codde.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/matthew-wills/
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dis-ease that unbalanced one’s physiological and psychological equilibrium. And Robert Burton (1577–1640) 

had it bad. So he wrote a self-help book to cure himself: “I write of melancholy by being busy to avoid 

melancholy.” 

A malady that “begins in sorrow” must be “expelled in hilarity.” 

Burton spent almost his entire life at Oxford as a student and then scholar. His life work was the 

monumental The Anatomy of Melancholy, first published 400 years ago this year. Subsequent editions during 

his life expanded the book to over a thousand pages (1,324 pages in this new Penguin Classics edition, 

including notes). Think of it as the first Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, or a very early 

therapeutic how-to. 

The Anatomy is a Frankenstein’s creature cobbled together from bits and pieces of knowledge from 

innumerable sources. The result is an enormous, shambling anthology about melancholy, its causes (pretty 

much everything) and its cures (also voluminous). Chief among the latter was Burton’s own: activity, in his 

case, studying and thinking about the condition, writing through to a solution. 

Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy (1676 ed.) via Wikimedia Commons 

One of Burton’s main themes is the melancholy of scholars like himself. And for them, writes modern 

scholar Stephanie Shirilan, Burton’s “ecstatic study” posits wonder and the “transformative power of the 

imagination” as the healthy alternative to the doldrums of dry-as-dust philosophizing, airless “spiritual 

rumination,” and institutional stagnation. A malady that “begins in sorrow” must be “expelled in hilarity.” 

Burtonian recommendations include, but are hardly limited to, “Arithmeticke, Geometry, Perspective, 

Opticke, Astronomie, Scultpura, Pictura…Mechanicks and their misteries, Military matters, Navigation, 

riding of horses, fencing, swimming, gardening, planting, great Tomes of husbandry, Cookery, Fawkonry, 

Hunting, Fishing, Fowlings…Musik, Metaphysics, Naturall and Morall Philosophy, Philology, in Policy, 

Heraldry, Genealogy, Chronology &c.” 

As Shirilan writes, “The indiscriminate mixture of recreations both physical and intellectual reveals that, for 

Burton, the mind that ails is a body that ails, and both may be cured by sensuous inducements to wonder, 

which may, themselves, be invoked by rhetorical forces rather than lived experience.” 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice/?utm_source=swap&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=PublicDomainReview
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/176/176987/the-anatomy-of-melancholy/9780241533758.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BURTON,_Robert,_The_anatomy_of_melancholy;_w_Wellcome_L0031473_cropped.jpg
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24392577?mag=the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24392577?mag=the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice
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Allegorical frontispiece to  
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Burton’s admonition to “be not solitary, be not idle” includes a good book, for he subscribed to the 

contemporary notion that the “body does not clearly differentiate real from imaginary experience.” 

Much has obviously changed in medicine since its medieval foundation in the four humors. But therapeutic 

writing about medicine has remained evergreen, especially in Burton’s pages, which have found celebrants 

through the centuries in Jonathan Swift, Samuel Johnson, John Keats, Herman Melville, George Eliot, 

Virginia Woolf, Djuna Barnes, Samuel Beckett, Anthony Burgess (who called it “one of the great comic 

works of the world”), and Philip Pullman, who finds it “glorious and intoxicating and endlessly refreshing.”  

The act of reading The Anatomy of Melancholy restores and re-creates the spirit, just as the good doctor of 

letters wanted it to. 
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Exhilarating the Spirits: Burtonian Study as a Cure for Scholarly Melancholy 

By: Stephanie Shirilan 

Studies in Philology, Vol. 111, No. 3 (Summer, 2014), pp. 486-520 

University of North Carolina Press 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-

advice/?utm_source=swap&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=PublicDomainReview 

  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/24392577?mag=the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice
https://daily.jstor.org/the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice/?utm_source=swap&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=PublicDomainReview
https://daily.jstor.org/the-anatomy-of-melancholy-at-400-still-good-advice/?utm_source=swap&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=PublicDomainReview
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Little Switzerlands: Alpine Kitsch in England 

By Seán Williams 

Far from the treacherous peaks and ravines of Switzerland, Alpine cottages arose, unexpectedly, amid the 

hillocks and modest streams of 19th-century England. Seán Williams recovers the peculiar fad for “Little 

Switzerlands”, where the Romantic sublime meets countryside kitsch. 

 

Postcard of a Swiss cottage in Old Warden, Bedfordshire, where, in the 1820s, ten acres of parkland were 

landscaped to create an Alpine theme — Source. 

“Nothing can be uglier, per se, than a Swiss cottage, or anything more beautiful under its precise 

circumstances”—James Fenimore Cooper, Home as Found: Sequel to Homeward Bound (1838)1 

One sunny weekend earlier this year, I visited Biggleswade, Bedfordshire, with my young godson. He stood 

and stared in awe at the historic aeroplanes, hangared at Shuttleworth, whereas I was transported by the 

country estate’s Swiss Garden: into charming, if uncanny territory. The museum’s planes looked just as they 

do in children’s books — much to the toddler’s satisfaction. But the ornate ironmongery and the diminutive 

duckponds of Shuttleworth’s other main, landscaped attraction surprised me. The neatly-turfed hillocks were 

cute and hardly confounding by themselves, but unexpected for someone who has had the chance to 

experience the rugged, startling, and at times terrifying Helvetian mountains. The garden’s centrepiece was a 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#sean-williams
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_the_Swiss_Cottage,_Old_Warden.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn1
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thatched and oddly contrived “Swiss” cottage that bore little resemblance to alpine huts. A white peacock 

came into view as I tried to make sense of this strange scene. The bird symbolised it for me: visually 

compelling, yet curiously contrary to what I thought I would see. 

Thinking more about Shuttleworth’s Swiss Garden after I got home led me into the eighteenth century. And 

not only to Switzerland, but across the borders of Europe and over to North America, before returning to 

England. Around 1800, a version of the aesthetic sublime turned sweet, while the pastoral, with its lakes and 

cottages, morphed into the picturesque: an agreeable aesthetics of landscape, framed or staged for tourists’ 

pleasure. James Fenimore Cooper’s characters in the novel Home as Found from 1838 complain of the 

architectural blight of “Swiss Cottages” afflicting the banks of the Hudson, amid a building boom in New 

York.2 Cooper had hiked in the Swiss Alps himself, and bemoaned an inauthentic imaginary that was now 

imitated across the world: for easy, uncritical, and comfortable amusement. The image of Swissness became, 

to use a German word, kitsch — especially in England during Georgian, Victorian, and Edwardian times, 

when a fashion for “Little Switzerlands” peaked. We no longer had to go abroad for alpine scenery; Swiss 

landscapes were brought home, like souvenirs, and domesticated as ornaments for our own countryside. 

Now that popular culture has climbed down from the height of that craze, we might not know what to make of 

Swiss Gardens in the English Shires today. Perhaps the absence of context and cultural history in our present 

age is a reason why we can cast an eye, at once appreciative and naïve, onto these eclectic, eccentric 

mountains in miniature. They’re not stunningly beautiful; they’re no longer fashionably delightful. A weird 

hodgepodge of styles presented as Helveticism, we can but enjoy these Little Switzerlands for whatever, 

wherever they are now. But what were these fairy-tale-like, small alpine attractions once upon a time? 

Romantic Mountains in Miniature 

The story of Swiss Gardens like the one at Shuttleworth begins in 1790, when William Wordsworth stopped, 

awestruck, while on a walking tour in Switzerland. He was astounded not just by the landscape, but also by an 

intricate model of Lake Lucerne, of the surrounding Alps, and of characterful cottages — all to scale. 

Wordsworth did not observe the constructed scene alone: the finely measured mountain-scape, created by the 

surveyor Franz Ludwig Pfyffer von Wyher, was on display to groups of tourists.3 Nor was Wordsworth the 

only Englishman or foreigner to traverse Swiss nature. No lonely wanderer, he was joined by a friend, Robert 

Jones, and accompanied by a whole generation of the European social and intellectual elite. They travelled to 

Switzerland in search of wonder, sublime scenery, and high ideals. 

Switzerland was romanticised as the home of freedom and of intense sentimental attachment. And like most 

idealised concepts that people coalesce around, Swiss freedom was vague: anything to everyone, the freer 

space was understood in individual, political, and spiritual terms. If a nation is an “imagined community”, to 

speak with the theorist Benedict Anderson, then eighteenth-century Switzerland primarily emerged in the 

minds of Enlightenment thinkers as a mythical, arcadian place.4 A fictional idyll rather than a realistic image, 

this “Switzerland” could easily be packaged and moved elsewhere. Swiss authors such as Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau in French and Salomon Gessner in German shaped the country’s image in print; particularly 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn4
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Postcard of a Swiss cottage in Bushwood, Leytonstone, printed by Wildt & Cray of London, ca. 1905 

— Source. 

Rousseau’s novel Julie from 1761 became a pan-European success story. Rousseau’s popularity was due, in 

no small part, to his depiction of an exoticised Swiss landscape that homes in on the senses. What’s more, 

in Julie, Switzerland stands in as a superior example of aesthetic sensuality and homeliness compared to the 

rest of the world: 

The nearer I got to Switzerland, the more emotion I felt. The instant when from the heights of the Jura I 

sighted Lake Geneva was an instant of ecstasy and ravishment. The sight of my country, of that country so 

cherished where torrents of pleasures had flooded my heart; the air of the Alps so wholesome and pure; the 

sweet air of the fatherland, more fragrant than the perfumes of the Orient; that rich and fertile land, that 

unique countryside, the most beautiful that ever met human eye; that charming abode like nothing I had found 

in circling the earth; the sight of a happy and free people; the mildness of the season, the calmness of the 

Clime; a thousand delightful memories that reawakened all the sentiments I had tasted; all these things threw 

me into transports I cannot describe, and seemed to restore to me all at once the enjoyment of my entire life.5 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_Swiss_Cottage,_Bushwood.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn5
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An engraving, ca. 18th-century, illustrating one of the final scenes from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Julie, where 

the titular heroine saves her child from drowning and succumbs to a deadly illness shortly afterward 

— Source. 

If the strange, stylised image of Switzerland abroad began as a literary narrative, it was also shaped by 

linguistic, artistic, and cultural exchange. Switzerland’s German dialects may have been substituted by the 

Saxon (or “Meißen”) standard as a supposedly Enlightened literary language, but the landscape of the German 

Meißen hills was soon framed as Swiss: it was named “die Sächsische Schweiz”, or Saxon Switzerland, 

following comparisons by resident Swiss artists. Over in England, painters from Berne, Switzerland’s capital, 

toured Derbyshire to capture natural scenery, which they believed to be somehow similar to their homeland. 

The Swiss exported the picturesque familiarity of their native country, drawing connections with foreign 

cultures from that perspective. 

Wordsworth, too, engaged in the pursuit of analogy. His own emotions overflowed as he composed a sonnet 

at the top of the Gotthard Pass about a rural legend: the apocryphal story that a cowherd’s melody, 

traditionally played on an alphorn, once caused a Swiss man in foreign lands to die of homesickness. 

Wordsworth writes that we should not interpret the folktale as “fabulous”.6 Indeed, he invokes what is often 

called the “Swiss illness” to explain his own longing for home: the Lake District. And so Swiss myth 

influenced the yearning tone of Wordsworth’s English Romanticism. 

Literal comparisons between the landscapes of Switzerland and England took a little longer to gain ground, 

however. If, in a letter from 1790 sent from Lake Constance to his sister, Dorothy, William claimed that “the 

scenes of Switzerland have no resemblance to any I have found in England”, this would soon change.7 Once 

home, Wordsworth moulded the English scenery in response to what he had seen abroad. As much inspired 

by Wyler’s relief of the alpine landscape as by Helvetic myth, Wordsworth began to make realistic analogies 

between the Swiss and the English countryside in his poetry and criticism. Although the Lake District is 

geologically mountainous, its landscape is more undulating and less extreme than the four cantons that 

surround the Vierwaldstättersee, or Lake Lucerne. Smaller in magnitude, yet all the greater in variety, the 

Lake District is gentler — strong winds don’t blow you about in Cumbria as much as they can in Switzerland. 

“A happy proportion of component parts is indeed noticeable among the landscapes of the North of England”, 

writes Wordsworth in an anonymous essay that accompanied a luxury edition of prints in 1810, and which 

was expanded and published in his name as a Guide to the Lakes in later editions. Further, the English 

proportionality of mountains is “essential to a perfect picture”, and surpasses “the scenes of Scotland, and, in 

a still greater degree, those of Switzerland.”8 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Heloise13.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn7
https://romantic-circles.org/editions/guide_lakes/gallery
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn8
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Watercolour version of a print depicting Lodore Falls in the Lake District by Joseph Wilkinson, whose 

aforementioned 1810 edition of prints was accompanied by Wordsworth’s anonymous essay. Coleridge wrote 

his poem “Hymn before Sun-rise, in the Vale of Chamouni” (1802) after encountering these falls, having 

never stepped foot in Switzerland. He explained the change of setting to William Sotheby: “I thought the 

Ideas etc. disproportionate to our humble mountains” — Source. 

Swissness was shrunk, and overlaid onto the English countryside. Not only by Wordsworth — his analogies 

were already platitudinous. (In composing his Guide, Wordsworth had read Thomas West’s 1778 Guide to the 

Lakes, which addresses those “who have traversed the Alps” and promises that “the travelled visitor 

[exploring] the Cumbrian lakes and mountains, will not be disappointed”.)9 But our Lake District poet 

conceived a popular comparison more theoretically, staking out a claim about sublimity and smallness for 

those who might not have been to, and could no longer reach, Switzerland. Wordsworth prefaced his 

reflections in 1810 by recollecting the model he had seen in Lucerne twenty years beforehand, which he now 

considered from an aesthetic point of view: 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1871-0812-1803
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn9
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The Spectator ascends a little platform, and sees mountains, lakes, glaciers, rivers, woods, waterfalls, and 

valleys, with their cottages, and every other object contained in them, lying at his feet; all things being 

represented in their appropriate colours. It may be easily conceived that this exhibition affords an exquisite 

delight to the imagination, tempting it to wander at will from valley to valley, mountain to mountain, through 

the deepest recesses of the Alps. But it supplies also a more substantial pleasure: for the sublime and 

beautiful region, with all its hidden treasures, and their bearings and relations to each other, is thereby 

comprehended and understood at once.10 

As Wordsworth remembers the miniature scene, it was not only delightful, but also pleasurable in a “solid” 

and “substantial” way. The Alps at scale allowed him to survey the scenery in one go, like a diorama, and to 

understand, supposedly, its total, overall effect. Wordsworth goes on to admire a “tranquil sublimity”, which 

was apparently true of the English Lake District too. 

For any earlier, eighteenth-century readers, seeing the sublime as sedate would have been a contradiction in 

terms. Sublimity, and above all the Alpine mountain-scape, was supposed to be awesome, scary. The sense of 

terror that lay in wait for the observer of the Alps was thanks, in part, to the enduring influence of Edmund 

Burke’s 1757 treatise on the sublime. (His section titles say it all: Terror, Obscurity, Privation, Vastness, 

Infinity).11 Immanuel Kant’s equally tremendous discussion of “mathematical” and “dynamical” sublimity 

also transformed both aesthetic theories and intellectual alpine travellers’ experiences of his day.12 A new 

tranquil, more domesticated, and overly diminutive sublime, shrunk to scale, now came to define England’s 

rolling hills and mountains for Wordsworth — a sublimity that “depends more upon form and relation of 

objects to each other than upon their actual magnitude”.13 His conception of the English small sublime did not 

fit the existing, European grand theories — but it was an image that stuck. 

Wordsworth’s analogies represented his own nation as all the better. Yet his motives did not stem merely 

from national competition. For most Britons during the first decade or so of the early nineteenth century, 

Switzerland could be accessed only in the mind. The Napoleonic wars of 1803 to 1815 meant that the tourist 

population in general had to retreat and stay at home. More significantly, the age of conflict was an obvious 

cause for patriotism. As Patrick Vincent has pointed out, in this warring period, Switzerland was now staged 

as a setting for anti-Jacobin morality plays in Britain.14 Although not all poets, staycationers, and armchair 

travellers used Switzerland as an excuse for comparative national pride, the Alps could no longer be idealised 

entirely. 

That wartime tendency held true across Europe. The German Friedrich Schiller had also expounded on and 

nuanced the sublime (or das Erhabene), and he dramatized the Wilhelm Tell legend in 1804 as well, with a 

good degree of ambivalence. On the killing of the tyrannical overlord Geßler, Tell declares that the mountain 

huts (or “cottages” in the words of the mid-nineteenth century translator into English) are free of Habsburg 

control by proxy — and innocence is thereby safeguarded.15 Schiller’s play re-works a medieval alpine 

narrative of self-sufficiency and greater democratic governance, for a political present in which Switzerland 

had once again become a confederation (following the collapse of Napoleon’s centralised Helvetic Republic 

the year before, and having been a sister state of France since 1798). Significantly for a German, Schiller 

romanticises Swiss folklore and society as a Germanic story of liberation. Yet Wilhelm Tell is also ambiguous 

in its assessment of how revolutionary politics really works. The Enlightenment idyll was marred by historical 

reality, around the same time as the sublime was split into new sub-categories. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn15
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J. M. W. Turner, Tell’s Chapel, Lake Lucerne, 1841 — Source. 

When peace was restored, international travel resumed. And, even as more people experienced Switzerland 

first-hand, the old fictions of Swiss authenticity were re-issued in the minds of many. The simple beauty and 

arcadian happiness of the country seemed straightforward once again. Wordsworth returned to Switzerland, 

accompanied by Dorothy, and his wife, Mary. Other English Romantics holidayed there as well: Percy and 

Mary Shelley famously stayed with Lord Byron near Lake Geneva, where they told stories to each other 

through the night — giving rise to Frankenstein in 1818. Mary Shelley’s Gothic novel compares Derbyshire’s 

Matlock to “the scenery of Switzerland; but everything is on a lower scale, and the green hills want the crown 

of distant white Alps”.16 In Cumberland and Westmorland, too, the titular character fancies himself “among 

the Swiss mountains”.17 And during correspondence written from Jura, while observing the mountains, Mary 

Shelley casts Switzerland’s famed alpenglow as quintessentially English: “that glowing rose-like hue which is 

observed in England to attend on the clouds of an autumnal sky when daylight is almost gone”.18 Literary 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:5459
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-poet-the-physician-and-the-birth-of-the-modern-vampire
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn16
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn17
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn18
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analogies between England and Switzerland were either explicitly positive, or passing observations that went 

unquestioned. 

 

An 1830 panorama by Franz Ludwig Pfyffer representing the view from the peaks of Rigiberg, Switzerland. 

Pfyffer also created the terrain map that inspired Wordsworth, which is often considered the oldest, large-

scale relief — Source. 

 

https://www.e-rara.ch/zuz/content/titleinfo/10119009


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

17 

Matlock in Derbyshire and the Lake District were both in demand with day-trippers and domestic holiday-

makers by this time, just as the Alps were. (Jane Austen bemoaned the absence of a friend in 1817, who was 

“frisked off like half England, into Switzerland”.)19 In fact, Percy Shelley complained of tourists as he tried to 

picnic on the mountainside near Chamonix in 1816 — irritated that they made the place “another 

Keswick”20 — while Byron, in his journal from the same trip, recalls overhearing an English woman exclaim 

“‘Did you ever see anything more rural?’ – as if it was Highgate, or Hampstead, or Brompton, or 

Hayes”.21 Ironically, though, the Romantic writers themselves contributed to this very tourism — as 

travellers, and as authors whose words were taken out of their mouths and printed in pocket guides. In 1817, 

Byron wrote from Venice to ask Thomas Moore if he’d ever been to Dovedale in the southern Peak District, 

assuring him that “there are things in Derbyshire as noble as Greece or Switzerland”.22 Guidebooks soon 

plucked that quotation, and some changed it: in one case, in 1879, from “things” to “prospects”, implicitly 

relocating the view to Matlock Bath – fifteen miles or so further north.23 

 

François Vivares, A Prospect of Matlock Bath from the Lover’s Walk, 1769 — Source. 

The Victorian travel journalist with a liberal attitude to literary lines proceeds to defend the comparison 

between Matlock and Switzerland in Wordsworth-like logic: “The Peak is Alpine on a reduced scale; it is 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn19
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn21
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn22
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn23
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Francois_Vivares_Matlock_in_Derbyshire.jpg
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Switzerland seen through a lessening lens; its hills are mountains in miniature”.24 A German guidebook to 

Luxembourg from 1934 that I picked up in Hay-on-Wye over the summer, a bookish Welsh border town in 

the small shadows of the Brecon Beacons, justifies the Petite Suisse Luxembourgeoise in the same way: 

smallness relative to Switzerland, and magnitude (at a mere 400m) when compared to the surrounding 

Luxembourg flatlands. The idea of pocket-sized Swiss mountains was pan-European, then, but in England it 

had an especially poetic inflection from the nation’s literary canon. The above line from the English journalist 

is similar wording to that which Percy Shelley had used when writing to Thomas Peacock from the Alps in 

1816: “The scene, at the distance of half-a-mile from Cluses, differs from that of Matlock in little else than in 

the immensity of its proportions”.25 

The legacy of Romantic musing has not only been canonical literature about Switzerland, it seems, but 

signposts, postcards, and tourist brochures as well. The slogans of the tourist trade were thus also the 

commonplaces of English Romanticism. Old postcards in Buxton Museum caption Matlock as “Little 

Switzerland”, or as a location with a “Switzerland view”.26 Copy-writers in Southern England seized on the 

words of Romantic poet Robert Southey, for the so-called Little or English Switzerland in Devon’s Lynton 

and Lynmouth. Of the latter, he wrote: “the beautiful little village — which I am assured by one who is 

familiar with Switzerland, resembles a Swiss village”.27 Southey saw an Alpine likeness without ever having 

seen the real thing himself. These analogies became practically contagious, passed by word of mouth, and are 

still employed by the tourist industry to this day. Why else does a cable car dangle above the A6 in Matlock 

Bath, Derbyshire? Installed in the 1980s, the visitor attraction seeks to capitalise on the area’s Swissophilia 

that stretches back in time over two centuries. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn24
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn25
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn26
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn27
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A postcard depicting the “Switzerland View” from Matlock, printed by The Valentine Company, ca. 1905 

— Source. 

 

Railway advertisements for Matlock. Left: a colour lithograph, signed by Bernard Rutt, proclaiming Matlock 

to be “The Switzerland of England”, ca. 1920s — Source. Right: a Parisian-produced poster, ca. 1910, 

credited to Clément Quinton, calling the Midland Railway the most picturesque way to travel across the UK 

— Source. 

Swiss Kitsch Everywhere 

It was in this context that Swiss Gardens were dug and designed throughout England, both on private estates 

for the aristocracy and on land for attractions marketed at the general public. These ornate gardens centred on 

a stylised “Swiss Cottage”. Inspired by Rousseau’s novel Julie, Marie Antoinette had a little Swiss cottage 

built at Versailles in the eighteenth century already, complete with cows and even a real-life dairy maid. The 

word chalet was borrowed into English from Swiss French, and by the mid-nineteenth century follies 

and cottages ornés were erected almost everywhere in a picturesque, and only nominally Helvetian style — 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_Switzerland_View,_Matlock.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Matlock,_The_Switzerland_of_England.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Le_Pic_du_Derbyshire.jpg
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from the cosmopolitan centres and out into the provinces. London’s “Swiss Cottage” goes back to a pub that 

was built in the Swiss chalet style in 1804. Extraordinary examples of Swiss Cottages can be found in 

Tipperary, Ireland, or at Endsleigh in Devon, England — which was designed around 1815, and is rented out 

as holiday accommodation today. In the Peak District, there is a village of Swiss chalets and a cottage-style 

school-house in Illam, Staffordshire (near Dovedale), and a Swiss Cottage by a lake on the Chatsworth Estate 

as well, built in 1842. The latter is also let for holiday amusement. 

 

Postcard of the Swiss cottage in Endsleigh, Tavistock, Devon, designed by Jeffrey Wyatville, ca. 1815 

— Source. 

At first, all of these odd cottages looked similar. Hardly quintessentially Swiss, but quaint for some visitors. 

John Ruskin was scathing in The Poetry of Architecture around 1837, however, about “what modern 

architects erect, when they attempt to produce what is, by courtesy, called a Swiss cottage.” He wryly 

opposes, on aesthetic grounds, “the modern building known in Britain by that name”.28 Ruskin is right insofar 

as the Swiss Chalet was appropriated by national architectures. It differed throughout Europe, but was 

generally regionally consistent: in Norway, for example, Swiss cottages were wooden structures — most 

magnificently seen in the Hotel Union Øye, constructed in 1891, and the Kviknes Hotel from 1913. In 

England and among the Irish aristocracy, the fashion often signified a thatched building with an acutely 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_the_Swiss_cottage_in_Endsleigh,_Tavistock,_Devon.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn28
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gabled roof, and usually bow windows — until even English Victorian terraced houses had “Swiss Cottage” 

etched into their brickwork. In Britain, architectural Swissness soon became but a name. 

Leaving aside architectural adaptations, Ruskin’s main objection was that the Swiss Cottage abroad had 

always been inauthentic and contrived. He repeatedly describes its ornamental features, derisively, as “neat”. 

The structure aspires to the picturesque, but fails. The idea doesn’t work, he writes, “the whole being 

surrounded by a garden full of flints, burnt bricks and cinders, with some water in the middle, and a fountain 

in the middle of it, which won’t play; accompanied by some goldfish, which won’t swim; and by two or three 

ducks, which will splash.”29 Although Ruskin had an airbrushed view of real life in the Alps, it is true that the 

Swiss cottages of England and elsewhere were fakes. But the foundation of Switzerland they built upon in the 

popular consciousness was itself a fiction of authenticity: the literary and artistic image of a nation from the 

late eighteenth century, now evoked for the nineteenth century in new Swiss stories of homesickness and an 

Alpine state that in the end apparently offers the best of both educated and civilised, as well as sublimely 

natural worlds. (Joanna Spyri’s Heidi was translated into English in 1882.) 

 

Postcard of a “Little Switzerland” in Wroxham, Norwich, ca. 1905 — Source. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn29
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_a_%E2%80%9CLittle_Switzerland%E2%80%9D_in_Wroxham.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

22 

Such a stylised Swissness became more and more fashionable over the late nineteenth century, and moved 

ever-further away from any plausible comparison to Switzerland — or its fictions that continued to influence 

public perception of the country. Around 1900, Swissophilia in England was at its height: as ornaments at 

home and as local holiday amusements. On the Norfolk Broads, for instance — an implausibly flat place for 

the Alps — there were at least two “Little Switzerlands”. The names of these attractions seem to have 

signalled little other than neatly landscaped waterside parklands for public pleasure. 

Ruskin would lay the blame for the kitschy craze of Swiss cottages and Little Switzerlands at the foothills of 

modernity. Europe around 1800 set mass consumer culture and increasing commercial tourism in motion. 

And once the train tracks were laid, more and more working- and middle-class day-trippers flocked to places 

such as Matlock from industrial cities like Manchester. Switzerland became more accessible, too, because of 

the tours of Thomas Cook, the new railways, and cable cars. But Ruskin erred in seeing the antidote as 

authenticity and the genuine arts. We should remember that it was Wordsworth and his Romantic circle who 

first made the Alps less terrifying or remote for the British, and the foreign more familiar. And yet these 

authors were both participants in, and critics of, a nascent capitalist society and an emergent culture of 

European travel which was briefly paused by the Napoleonic wars — with tropes packaged up and brought 

home. Causal connections here are complex, so it suffices to say that the amusingly acerbic but simplistically 

anti-modern, pro-arts criticism of Ruskin doesn’t quite stand up to scrutiny. 

Perhaps an easier question for our purposes is: what was wrong, aesthetically speaking, with the conventional, 

if unauthentic, experience of Swissness in nineteenth-century England? Why criticise Swiss kitsch? The 

German philosopher Ludwig Giesz conceives of kitsch as not only, always, or even necessarily about a lack 

of authenticity. His list of kitschy characteristics from 1960 maps onto Little Switzerlands well: for him, 

kitsch is a sentimental idyll with pseudo- or vague ideals that feel real. It’s about making the sublime 

insignificant and unthreatening. It renders the exotic everyday; the uncertain quotidian. There is no 

transcendence of the trivial.30 Such qualities may have been true for the experiences of Little Switzerlands in 

earlier centuries, but not nowadays. Swiss kitsch is problematic when we compare it to the original 

Switzerland — but not if we don’t perceive a relationship between Little Switzerlands and the actual Alps any 

longer. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn30
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Postcard of a “Little Switzerland” at The Warren, Folkestone, Kent, produced by The Valentine Company, ca. 

1915 — Source. 

Reclaiming Curiosity 

The Swiss Garden at Shuttleworth that I visited earlier this year is one of the leading examples of the 

ornamental Swiss style, completed in the 1820s and 30s and extending to the architecture of Old Warden, a 

village on the estate. The brainchild of Lord Robert Henley Ongley, the garden’s plans were explicitly 

influenced by handbooks such as the J. B. Papworth’s Hints on Ornamental Gardening from 1823. But this 

text did not yet illustrate a Swiss Cottage — rather a “Polish Hut”, which was said to be “not unlike those of 

Switzerland”.31 It remains my speculation that Lord Ongley read the Romantics, as well as obviously 

following a mainstream fashion for Switzerland in Regency England. 

Ongley spent thousands of pounds on his picturesque project. Yet contemporary visitor Emily Shore was 

unimpressed. In her journal entry for July 23, 1835, she wrote that the feature was “a very curious place” — a 

damning verdict that would surely have made Ruskin smile.32 For “the whole of this garden is in very bad 

taste, and much too artificial. The mounds and risings are not natural. . . . Even the Swiss cottage is ill 

imagined”.33 We can only guess how she would have perceived the Victorian additions of the industrialist 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Postcard_of_a_%E2%80%9CLittle_Switzerland%E2%80%9D_at_The_Warren.jpg
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/87233#page/9/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn31
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn32
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england#fn33
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John Shuttleworth, who, in the late nineteenth century, threw parties in this kitsch alpine playground. (The 

era, incidentally, when the word kitsch was coined.) 

But as the years have passed, we have forgotten the original aesthetic aims of imagining English pastures or 

lawns as Little Switzerlands, or that such aspirations were turned into common attractions across the country 

— and, indeed, the continent and America (and in time, Australia too). I think that loss of context allows for a 

lighter, and certainly less loaded appreciation of their strangeness in our contemporary landscape. We can 

look on, amused or bemused, at their foreignness amid the familiar. They appear to be not so much out of 

place, but instead representative of no immediately comprehensible setting at all. Nowadays, the charm of a 

Little Switzerland is neither a lofty, aesthetic ideal of Romanticism, nor a conventional offer from the leisure 

industry. Wrenched from any referent that makes intuitive sense to us, today’s Little Switzerlands have 

become wonderfully weird. 

 

Public Domain Works 

• A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful 

Edmund Burke1757 

o Internet Archive 
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o Romantic Circles 

o Internet Archive 
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https://archive.org/details/selectviewsincum00wilk/page/n11/mode/2up


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

25 

TEXTS 

• Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus 

Mary Shelley 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

• Hints on Ornamental Gardening 

John Buonarotti Papworth1823 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth 

William Wordsworth1824 

o Google Books 

TEXTS 

• A Description of the Scenery of the Lakes in the North of England 

William Wordsworth1822 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• A Guide through the District of the Lakes in the North of England 

William Wordsworth1835 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/41445/pg41445-images.html
https://archive.org/details/hintsonornamenta00papw/page/n7/mode/2up
https://www.google.co.uk/books/edition/The_Poetical_Works_of_William_Wordsworth/7Ts9AAAAYAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0
https://archive.org/details/descriptionofsce00word
https://archive.org/details/guidetolakesfif00slgoog


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

26 
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Joseph Wilkinson1810 

o Romantic Circles 

o The British Museum 

IMAGES 

Further Reading 

• Mountaineering and British Romanticism: The Literary Cultures of Climbing, 1770–1836 

By Simon Bainbridge 

This book examines the relationship between Romantic-period writing and the activity that Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge christened “mountaineering” in 1802. It argues that mountaineering developed as a pursuit in 

Britain during the Romantic era, earlier than is generally recognised, and shows how writers including 

William and Dorothy Wordsworth, Ann Radcliffe, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, and Walter Scott 

were central to the activity's evolution. Illustrated with 25 images from the period, the book shows how 

mountaineering in Britain had its origins in scientific research, antiquarian travel, and the search for the 

picturesque and the sublime. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Radical Wordsworth: The Poet Who Changed the World 

By Jonathan Bate 

Published in time for the 250th anniversary of William Wordsworth’s birth, this is the biography of a great 

poetic genius, a revolutionary who changed the world. Wordsworth rejoiced in the French Revolution and 

played a central role in the cultural upheaval that we call the Romantic Revolution. He and his fellow 

Romantics changed forever the way we think about childhood, the sense of the self, our connection to the 

natural environment, and the purpose of poetry. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• Jean-Jacques Rousseau and British Romanticism 

https://romantic-circles.org/editions/guide_lakes/gallery
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/term/BIOG51107
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0198857896/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0198857896/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0300169647/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0300169647/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1350092207/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Edited by Russell Goulbourne and David Higgins 

Bringing together leading scholars, this is the first substantial study of the seminal influence of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau on British Romanticism. Reconsidering Rousseau's connection to canonical Romantic authors such 

as Wordsworth, Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley, this book also explores his impact on a wide range of 

literature, including anti-Jacobin fiction, educational works, familiar essays, nature writing, and political 

discourse. 

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. 

Seán Williams is Senior Lecturer in German and European Cultural History at the University of Sheffield, 

and writes and broadcasts on German and comparative cultural history. His first book, Pretexts for Writing: 

German Romantic Prefaces, Literature, and Philosophy, concerns print culture around 1800. He is currently 

writing a cultural and media history of the hairdresser. A version of “Little Switzerlands” can be heard 

on BBC Radio 3. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1350092207/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/pdr-recommends
https://www.rutgersuniversitypress.org/bucknell/pretexts-for-writing/9781684480524
https://www.rutgersuniversitypress.org/bucknell/pretexts-for-writing/9781684480524
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000xzn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/little-switzerlands-alpine-kitsch-in-england
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Before I Grew Up: A Stunning Illustrated Elegy of Life, Loss, Our Search for Light, and Loneliness as 

a Crucible of Creativity 

An uncommonly original and tenderhearted celebration of how an artist becomes an artist. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Childhood is one great brush-stroke of loneliness, thick and pastel-colored, its edges blurring out into the 

whole landscape of life. 

In this blur of being by ourselves, we learn to be ourselves. One measure of maturity might be how well we 

grow to transmute that elemental loneliness into the “fruitful monotony” Bertrand Russell placed at the heart 

of our flourishing, the “fertile solitude” Adam Phillips recognized as the pulse-beat of our creative power. 

If we are lucky enough, or perhaps lonely enough, we learn to reach out from this primal loneliness to other 

lonelinesses — Neruda’s hand through the fence, Kafka’s “hand outstretched in the darkness” — in that great 

gesture of connection we call art. 

Rilke, contemplating the lonely patience of creative work that every artist knows in their marrow, captured 

this in his lamentation that “works of art are of an infinite loneliness” — Rilke, who all his life celebrated 

solitude as the groundwater of love and creativity, and who so ardently believed that to devote yourself to art, 

you must not “let your solitude obscure the presence of something within it that wants to emerge.” 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/01/21/bertrand-russell-boredom-conquest-of-happiness/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/07/18/adam-phillips-on-risk-and-solitude/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/10/30/pablo-neruda-childhood-and-poetry/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/07/03/kafka-music-art/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/29/rilke-letters-to-a-young-poet-macy-barrows/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Giuliano Cucco (1929–2006) was still a boy, living with his parents amid the majestic solitudes of rural Italy, 

when the common loneliness of childhood pressed against his uncommon gift and the artistic impulse began 

to emerge, tender and tectonic. 

Over the decades that followed, he grew volcanic with painting and poetry, with photographs and pastels, 

with art ablaze with a luminous love of life. 

When Cucco moved to Rome as a young artist, he met the young American nature writer John Miller. A 

beautiful friendship came abloom. Those were the early 1960, when Rachel Carson — the poet laureate of 

nature writing — had just awakened the modern ecological conscience and was using her hard-earned stature 

to issue the radical insistence that children’s sense of wonder is the key to conservation. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/01/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-dorothy-freeman/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/12/23/rachel-carson-on-wonder/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Into this cultural atmosphere, Cucco and Miller joined their gifts to create a series of stunning and soulful 

nature-inspired children’s books. 

John Miller (left) and Giuliano Cucco in the 1960s 

But when Miller returned to New York, door after door shut in his face — commercial publishers were 

unwilling to invest in the then-costly reproduction of Cucco’s vibrant art. It took half a century of 

countercultural courage and Moore’s law for Brooklyn-based independent powerhouse Enchanted Lion to 

take a risk on these forgotten vintage treasures and bring them to life. 

Eager to reconnect with his old friend and share the exuberant news, Miller endeavored to track down 

Cucco’s family. But when he finally reached them after a long search, he was devastated to learn that the 

artist and his wife had been killed by a motor scooter speeding through a pedestrian crossing in Rome. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/enchanted-lion/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/04/02/winston-and-george-enchanted-lion/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Giuliano Cucco, self-portrait 

Their son had just begun making his way through a trove of his father’s paintings — many unseen by the 

world, many depicting the landscapes and dreamscapes of childhood that shaped his art. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Because grief is so often our portal to beauty and aliveness, Miller set out to honor his friend by bringing his 

story to life in an uncommonly original and tender way — traveling back in time on the wings of memory and 

imagination, to the lush and lonesome childhood in which the artist’s gift was forged, projecting himself into 

the boy’s heart and mind through the grown man’s surviving paintings, blurring fact and fancy. 

Before I Grew Up (public library) was born — part elegy and part exultation, reverencing the vibrancy of 

life: the life of feeling and of the imagination, the life of landscape and of light, the life of nature and of the 

impulse for beauty that irradiates what is truest and most beautiful about human nature. 

In spare, lyrical first-person narrative spoken by the half-real, half-imagined boy becoming an artist, Miller 

invokes the spirit of Giuliano’s childhood. Emanating from it is the universal spirit of childhood — that 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/07/27/nick-cave-loss-grief/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/before-i-grew-up/oclc/1240575216&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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infinity-pool of the imagination, which prompted Baudelaire to declare that “genius is nothing more nor less 

than childhood recovered at will.” 

 

In my room, I had my own workbench, where I made paper boats and let them float away like dreams. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/14/baudelaire-genius-childhood/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/14/baudelaire-genius-childhood/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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We feel the boy’s imaginative loneliness deepen when we encounter his father, brilliant and remote — “a 

scientist who studied where light came from — not sunlight, but another kind of light he said was 

inaccessible,” and who talked little and “preferred to ride his bicycle to the ocean and row out among the 

waves in a tippy row boat, looking for the light.” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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The mother never appears, in the paintings or in the story. But her garden is a refuge where the boy goes to 

watch tulips bloom. “There, I was never lonely,” he says in that way of self-persuasion we have with reality. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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There, he dreams of flying up and away like a bird, soaring into the sky above the flowers, savoring the light 

and life of nature, there in the remote countryside. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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But then his parents decide to send him to city, so that he may learn the life of culture. Staying with his aunt 

and uncle, watching the adults busy themselves with the attractive distractions of adulthood, he once again 

travels to wondrous worlds in his imagination. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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In a gust of gladness, the boy returns to the country to meander between far-neighboring houses, to climb 

rooftop towers, to fly his kite into the light. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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One day, when the boy is twelve, his father rows out to the ocean to look for his invisible light and returns 

with a tale of water so calm that he stood up in his tippy row boat and played his violin. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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From this static scene depicted in one of Cucco’s real paintings, from the known facts of his friend’s life, in 

the voice of the boy about to be lit up by his creative calling, Miller’s soaring imagination conjures up a larger 

poetic truth about what it means to be an artist, about the meaning of love and the measure of enough, about 

the slender strands of assurance that weave the lifeline of the creative spirit. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Here’s a picture I painted from what he told me. 

After, I asked him if I had painted the light he was seeking. 

My father wasn’t much of a talker, but this time he said these three words: “Yes, you did.” 

That was enough. 

From then on, I knew I would grow up to be an artist. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Complement Before I Grew Up — to the lyric splendor and tactile vibrancy of which no summation or screen 

does justice — with the illustrated life of Corita Kent, another underheralded artist of uncommon vision and 

largeness of heart. For a science counterpart, savor the illustrated life of Edwin Hubble, who revolutionized 

our understanding of the universe with his search for a different kind of light. 

Illustrations courtesy of Enchanted Lion Books. Photographs by Maria Popova 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/16/before-i-grew-up-miller-

cucco/?mc_cid=c123586545&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/01/make-meatballs-sing-corita-kent/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/01/24/the-boy-whose-head-was-filled-with-stars-edwin-hubble/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/16/before-i-grew-up-miller-cucco/?mc_cid=c123586545&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/16/before-i-grew-up-miller-cucco/?mc_cid=c123586545&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592703615/braipick-20
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Darwin’s Greatest Regret and His Deathbed Reflection on What Makes Life Worth Living 

“If I had to live my life again, I would have made a rule to read some poetry and listen to some music at least 

once every week.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

A century before an encyclopedia titled Natural Wonders Every Child Should Know fell into Alan Turing’s 

child-hands and seeded the ideas that bloomed into the computing revolution, an encyclopedia titled Wonders 

of the World fell into the child-hands of Charles Darwin (February 12, 1809–April 19, 1882), seeding in him 

the passion for travel to remote wonderlands of nature that took him aboard the Beagle to make the 

observations that ultimately came abloom in his evolutionary revolution. 

Charles Darwin, age 7. Portrait by Ellen Sharples, 

1816. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/10/21/turing-natural-wonders/
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Darwin grew up in the Golden Age of the great nature-poets — the days of Wordsworth’s proclamation 

that “poetry is the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge… impassioned expression which is in the 

countenance of all Science” — and so the boy’s passion for the science of nature came coupled with a passion 

for its splendor, channeled in the poetic and aesthetic enchantments of the human arts. 

Between lessons on Euclid, the teenage Darwin sat for hours reading poetry: Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, 

Byron, Shakespeare, Milton. Later, when he could only carry a single book on his voyages, he 

carried Paradise Lost. 

Art by William Blake for a rare 

1808 edition of Milton’s Paradise Lost 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/04/24/william-wordsworth-on-poetry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/04/24/william-wordsworth-on-poetry/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/13/william-blake-paradise-lost/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/13/william-blake-paradise-lost/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/13/william-blake-paradise-lost/
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At twenty, after traveling to a “music meeting” in Birmingham, Darwin wrote to his cousin: “[It] was the 

most glorious thing I ever experienced.” His love of music grew so intense that, as he began formulating his 

ideas about evolutionary descent, he timed his thinking-walks to hear the choir at Kings College Chapel. “It 

gave me intense pleasure, so that my backbone would sometimes shiver,” he recalled in his old age, baffled 

that music could move him so deeply despite his own exceptionally bad ear for pitch. (Here Darwin falls 

victim to his time and training, looking for a physiological explanation before the birth of psychology and 

neuroscience, before we understood how music moves us not by sense-organ mechanics but by the lever of 

feeling — that supreme interpretive art of higher consciousness, so that “matter delights in music, and became 

Bach.”) 

This feeling-tone of the beautiful, this delight in the native poetry and musicality of aliveness, accompanied 

Darwin as he dove deeper and deeper into science to emerge with nothing less than a new world order of 

understanding the natural world and our place in it. In the last months of finalizing On the Origin of Species, 

the forty-nine-year-old Darwin wrote in an ecstatic letter to his wife and great love, Emma: 

I strolled a little beyond the glade for an hour and a half… the fresh yet dark green of the grand old Scotch 

firs, the brown of the catkins of the old birches, with their white stems, and a fringe of distant green from the 

larches, made an excessively pretty view… a chorus of birds singing around me, and squirrels running up the 

trees, and some woodpeckers laughing… it was as pleasant and rural a scene as ever I saw and did not care 

one penny how the beasts or birds had been formed. 

When the Beagle took him to Brazil in his mid-twenties, Darwin gasped in his journal as he beheld the 

grandeur of the rainforest: 

It is not possible to give an adequate idea of the higher feelings of wonder, admiration, and devotion, which 

fill and elevate the mind. 

These “higher feelings” shaped his notion of divinity — he observed that the devotional experience people 

cite as their proof of God is based on the same “sense of sublimity” that nature’s grandeur stirs in the spirit, 

the same “powerful though vague and similar feelings excited by music.” (Two centuries later, the poet and 

naturalist Diane Ackerman would echo and harmonize this idea in her lovely notion of the Earth ecstatic as a 

personal religion.) 

But then, as Darwin grew old, something happened — something he himself struggled to understand, 

something that caused him great sorrow: This radiant delight in aliveness through the transcendent experience 

of beauty — be it in spring’s symphony of songbirds or in a Bach sonata, in a Whitman poem or in the slant 

of sunlight on a centuries-old oak — grew dim, then was altogether extinguished. Darwin found himself 

mentally alert and active, but blind, deaf, dead to the life of feeling with which beauty inspirits us. 

This gave him both his greatest regret and his greatest insight into the purpose of life. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/11/oliver-sacks-musicophilia/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/11/oliver-sacks-musicophilia/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/30/ronald-johnson-ark-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/30/ronald-johnson-ark-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/09/02/emma-darwin-love-letter-charles-darwin/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/12/23/diane-ackerman-earth-ecstatic/
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Art by Jackie 

Morris from The Lost Words by Robert Macfarlane — a twenty-first-century act of poetic resistance to the 

erasure of nature from the human repertoire of ecstatic imagination. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/06/17/the-lost-words-macfarlane-morris/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/06/17/the-lost-words-macfarlane-morris/
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Charles Darwin in his later years. Portrait by the pioneering photographer Julia Margaret Cameron. 

In his final years, Darwin set aside an hour each afternoon to reflect on his life and to impart the private 

cosmogony of meaning he had discovered in his seven decades. In a set of autobiographical sketches he wrote 

for his children, bearing the heading “Recollections of the Development of My Mind and Character,” he 

considered what makes us human, what makes us happy, and what makes life worth living. After his death, 

finding in these notes immense insight and universal value, his children edited and published them as The 

Autobiography of Charles Darwin (public library). 

In one of these recollections, the elderly Darwin writes: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0393310698/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0393310698/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/autobiography-of-charles-darwin-1809-1882-with-original-omissions-restored/oclc/61718684&referer=brief_results
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My mind has changed during the last twenty or thirty years… Poetry of many kinds… gave me great 

pleasure… Pictures gave me considerable, and music very great delight… But now for many years I cannot 

endure to read a line of poetry…Music generally sets me thinking too energetically on what I have been at 

work on, instead of giving me pleasure. I retain some taste for fine scenery, but it does not cause me the 

exquisite delight which it formerly did. 

In a sentiment of extraordinary lucidity and humility, and of immense foresight given what we have since 

learned about the brain, Darwin bends his mind into examining its own inner workings, illuminating the most 

essential nature of the human animal — a beast of feeling, wired not for brutality but for beauty: 

My mind seems to have become a kind of machine for grinding general laws out of large collections of facts, 

but why this should have caused the atrophy of that part of the brain alone, on which the higher tastes depend, 

I cannot conceive. A man with a mind more highly organised or better constituted than mine, would not, I 

suppose, have thus suffered; and if I had to live my life again, I would have made a rule to read some poetry 

and listen to some music at least once every week; for perhaps the parts of my brain now atrophied would 

thus have been kept active through use. The loss of these tastes is a loss of happiness, and may possibly be 

injurious to the intellect, and more probably to the moral character, by enfeebling the emotional part of our 

nature. 

Complement with Mary Shelley, writing in Darwin’s epoch about a twenty-first-century world savaged by a 

deadly pandemic, on what makes life worth living and Walt Whitman, writing shortly after his paralytic 

stroke, on how an appetite for nature’s beauty restores vitality, then revisit the story of how Darwin’s greatest 

loss shaped his view of life. 

donating = lov 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/28/darwin-life/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/01/29/music-brain-ted-ed/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/01/29/music-brain-ted-ed/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/16/mary-shelley-the-last-man/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/02/12/annie-darwin/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/02/12/annie-darwin/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/28/darwin-life/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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A Christmas Dream, and How It Came to Be True 

by Louisa May Alcott 

 

Characterized as "Dickens' A Christmas Carol for children." This short story appeared in The Louisa May 

Alcott Reader: A Supplementary Reader for the Fourth Year of School in 1908. 

 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott
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"I'm so tired of Christmas I wish there never would be another one!" exclaimed a discontented-looking 

little girl, as she sat idly watching her mother arrange a pile of gifts two days before they were to be 

given. 

"Why, Effie, what a dreadful thing to say! You are as bad as old Scrooge; and I'm afraid something 

will happen to you, as it did to him, if you don't care for dear Christmas," answered mamma, almost 

dropping the silver horn she was filling with delicious candies. 

"Who was Scrooge? What happened to him?" asked Effie, with a glimmer of interest in her listless 

face, as she picked out the sourest lemon-drop she could find; for nothing sweet suited her just then. 

"He was one of Dickens's best people, and you can read the charming story some day. He hated 

Christmas until a strange dream showed him how dear and beautiful it was, and made a better man of 

him." 

"I shall read it; for I like dreams, and have a great many curious ones myself. But they don't keep me 

from being tired of Christmas," said Effie, poking discontentedly among the sweeties for something 

worth eating. 

"Why are you tired of what should be the happiest time of all the year?" asked mamma, anxiously. 

"Perhaps I shouldn't be if I had something new. But it is always the same, and there isn't any more 

surprise about it. I always find heaps of goodies in my stocking. Don't like some of them, and soon get 

tired of those I do like. We always have a great dinner, and I eat too much, and feel ill next day. Then 

there is a Christmas tree somewhere, with a doll on top, or a stupid old Santa Claus, and children 

dancing and screaming over bonbons and toys that break, and shiny things that are of no use. Really, 

mamma, I've had so many Christmases all alike that I don't think I can bear another one." And Effie 

laid herself flat on the sofa, as if the mere idea was too much for her. 

Her mother laughed at her despair, but was sorry to see her little girl so discontented, when she had 

everything to make her happy, and had known but ten Christmas days. 

"Suppose we don't give you any presents at all,--how would that suit you?" asked mamma, anxious to 

please her spoiled child. 

"I should like one large and splendid one, and one dear little one, to remember some very nice person 

by," said Effie, who was a fanciful little body, full of odd whims and notions, which her friends loved to 

gratify, regardless of time, trouble, or money; for she was the last of three little girls, and very dear to 

all the family. 

"Well, my darling, I will see what I can do to please you, and not say a word until all is ready. If I could 

only get a new idea to start with!" And mamma went on tying up her pretty bundles with a thoughtful 

face, while Effie strolled to the window to watch the rain that kept her in-doors and made her dismal. 
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"Seems to me poor children have better times than rich ones. I can't go out, and there is a girl about 

my age splashing along, without any maid to fuss about rubbers and cloaks and umbrellas and colds. I 

wish I was a beggar-girl." 

"Would you like to be hungry, cold, and ragged, to beg all day, and sleep on an ash-heap at night?" 

asked mamma, wondering what would come next. 

"Cinderella did, and had a nice time in the end. This girl out here has a basket of scraps on her arm, 

and a big old shawl all round her, and doesn't seem to care a bit, though the water runs out of the toes 

of her boots. She goes paddling along, laughing at the rain, and eating a cold potato as if it tasted nicer 

than the chicken and ice-cream I had for dinner. Yes, I do think poor children are happier than rich 

ones." 

"So do I, sometimes. At the Orphan Asylum today I saw two dozen merry little souls who have no 

parents, no home, and no hope of Christmas beyond a stick of candy or a cake. I wish you had been 

there to see how happy they were, playing with the old toys some richer children had sent them." 

"You may give them all mine; I'm so tired of them I never want to see them again," said Effie, turning 

from the window to the pretty baby-house full of everything a child's heart could desire. 

"I will, and let you begin again with something you will not tire of, if I can only find it." And mamma 

knit her brows trying to discover some grand surprise for this child who didn't care for Christmas. 

Nothing more was said then; and wandering off to the library, Effie found "A Christmas Carol," and 

curling herself up in the sofa corner, read it all before tea. Some of it she did not understand; but she 

laughed and cried over many parts of the charming story, and felt better without knowing why. 

All the evening she thought of poor Tiny Tim, Mrs. Cratchit with the pudding, and the stout old 

gentleman who danced so gayly that "his legs twinkled in the air." Presently bedtime arrived. 

"Come, now, and toast your feet," said Effie's nurse, "while I do your pretty hair and tell stories." "I'll 

have a fairy tale to-night, a very interesting one," commanded Effie, as she put on her blue silk 

wrapper and little fur-lined slippers to sit before the fire and have her long curls brushed. 

So Nursey told her best tales; and when at last the child lay down under her lace curtains, her head was 

full of a curious jumble of Christmas elves, poor children, snow-storms, sugarplums, and surprises. So 

it is no wonder that she dreamed all night; and this was the dream, which she never quite forgot. 

She found herself sitting on a stone, in the middle of a great field, all alone. The snow was falling fast, a 

bitter wind whistled by, and night was coming on. She felt hungry, cold, and tired, and did not know 

where to go nor what to do. 

"I wanted to be a beggar-girl, and now I am one; but I don't like it, and wish somebody would come 

and take care of me. I don't know who I am, and I think I must be lost," thought Effie, with the curious 
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interest one takes in one's self in dreams. But the more she thought about it, the more bewildered she 

felt. Faster fell the snow, colder blew the wind, darker grew the night; and poor Effie made up her 

mind that she was quite forgotten and left to freeze alone. The tears were chilled on her cheeks, her feet 

felt like icicles, and her heart died within her, so hungry, frightened, and forlorn was she. Laying her 

head on her knees, she gave herself up for lost, and sat there with the great flakes fast turning her to a 

little white mound, when suddenly the sound of music reached her, and starting up, she looked and 

listened with all her eyes and ears. 

Far away a dim light shone, and a voice was heard singing. She tried to run toward the welcome 

glimmer, but could not stir, and stood like a small statue of expectation while the light drew nearer, and 

the sweet words of the song grew clearer. 

    From our happy home 

    Through the world we roam 

  One week in all the year, 

    Making winter spring 

    With the joy we bring, 

  For Christmas-tide is here. 

    Now the eastern star 

    Shines from afar 

  To light the poorest home; 

    Hearts warmer grow, 

    Gifts freely flow, 

  For Christmas-tide has come. 

    Now gay trees rise 

    Before young eyes, 

  Abloom with tempting cheer; 
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    Blithe voices sing, 

    And blithe bells ring, 

  For Christmas-tide is here. 

    Oh, happy chime, 

    Oh, blessed time, 

  That draws us all so near! 

    "Welcome, dear day," 

    All creatures say, 

  For Christmas-tide is here. 

A child's voice sang, a child's hand carried the little candle; and in the circle of soft light it shed, Effie 

saw a pretty child coming to her through the night and snow. A rosy, smiling creature, wrapped in 

white fur, with a wreath of green and scarlet holly on its shining hair, the magic candle in one hand, 

and the other outstretched as if to shower gifts and warmly press all other hands. 

Effie forgot to speak as this bright vision came nearer, leaving no trace of footsteps in the snow, only 

lighting the way with its little candle, and filling the air with the music of its song. 

"Dear child, you are lost, and I have come to find you," said the stranger, taking Effie's cold hands in 

his, with a smile like sunshine, while every holly berry glowed like a little fire. 

"Do you know me?" asked Effie, feeling no fear, but a great gladness, at his coming. 

"I know all children, and go to find them; for this is my holiday, and I gather them from all parts of the 

world to be merry with me once a year." 

"Are you an angel?" asked Effie, looking for the wings. 

"No; I am a Christmas spirit, and live with my mates in a pleasant place, getting ready for our holiday, 

when we are let out to roam about the world, helping make this a happy time for all who will let us in. 

Will you come and see how we work?" "I will go anywhere with you. Don't leave me again," cried 

Effie, gladly. 
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"First I will make you comfortable. That is what we love to do. You are cold, and you shall be warm, 

hungry, and I will feed you; sorrowful, and I will make you gay." 

With a wave of his candle all three miracles were wrought,--for the snow- flakes turned to a white fur 

cloak and hood on Effie's head and shoulders, a bowl of hot soup came sailing to her lips, and vanished 

when she had eagerly drunk the last drop; and suddenly the dismal field changed to a new world so full 

of wonders that all her troubles were forgotten in a minute. Bells were ringing so merrily that it was 

hard to keep from dancing. Green garlands hung on the walls, and every tree was a Christmas tree full 

of toys, and blazing with candles that never went out. 

In one place many little spirits sewed like mad on warm clothes, turning off work faster than any 

sewing-machine ever invented, and great piles were made ready to be sent to poor people. Other busy 

creatures packed money into purses, and wrote checks which they sent flying away on the wind,--a 

lovely kind of snow-storm to fall into a world below full of poverty. Older and graver spirits were 

looking over piles of little books, in which the records of the past year were kept, telling how different 

people had spent it, and what sort of gifts they deserved. Some got peace, some disappointment, some 

remorse and sorrow, some great joy and hope. The rich had generous thoughts sent them; the poor, 

gratitude and contentment. Children had more love and duty to parents; and parents renewed 

patience, wisdom, and satisfaction for and in their children. No one was forgotten. 

"Please tell me what splendid place this is?" asked Effie, as soon as she could collect her wits after the 

first look at all these astonishing things. 

"This is the Christmas world; and here we work all the year round, never tired of getting ready for the 

happy day. See, these are the saints just setting off; for some have far to go, and the children must not 

be disappointed." 

As he spoke the spirit pointed to four gates, out of which four great sleighs were just driving, laden with 

toys, while a jolly old Santa Claus sat in the middle of each, drawing on his mittens and tucking up his 

wraps for a long cold drive. "Why, I thought there was only one Santa Claus, and even he was a 

humbug," cried Effie, astonished at the sight. "Never give up your faith in the sweet old stones, even 

after you come to see that they are only the pleasant shadow of a lovely truth." 

Just then the sleighs went off with a great jingling of bells and pattering of reindeer hoofs, while all the 

spirits gave a cheer that was heard in the lower world, where people said, "Hear the stars sing." 

"I never will say there isn't any Santa Claus again. Now, show me more." 

"You will like to see this place, I think, and may learn something here perhaps." 

The spirit smiled as he led the way to a little door, through which Effie peeped into a world of dolls. 

Baby-houses were in full blast, with dolls of all sorts going on like live people. Waxen ladies sat in their 

parlors elegantly dressed; black dolls cooked in the kitchens; nurses walked out with the bits of dollies; 

and the streets were full of tin soldiers marching, wooden horses prancing, express wagons rumbling, 
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and little men hurrying to and fro. Shops were there, and tiny people buying legs of mutton, pounds of 

tea, mites of clothes, and everything dolls use or wear or want. 

But presently she saw that in some ways the dolls improved upon the manners and customs of human 

beings, and she watched eagerly to learn why they did these things. A fine Paris doll driving in her 

carriage took up a black worsted Dinah who was hobbling along with a basket of clean clothes, and 

carried her to her journey's end, as if it were the proper thing to do. Another interesting china lady 

took off her comfortable red cloak and put it round a poor wooden creature done up in a paper shift, 

and so badly painted that its face would have sent some babies into fits. 

"Seems to me I once knew a rich girl who didn't give her things to poor girls. I wish I could remember 

who she was, and tell her to be as kind as that china doll," said Effie, much touched at the sweet way 

the pretty creature wrapped up the poor fright, and then ran off in her little gray gown to buy a shiny 

fowl stuck on a wooden platter for her invalid mother's dinner. 

"We recall these things to people's minds by dreams. I think the girl you speak of won't forget this 

one." And the spirit smiled, as if he enjoyed some joke which she did not see. 

A little bell rang as she looked, and away scampered the children into the red-and-green school-house 

with the roof that lifted up, so one could see how nicely they sat at their desks with mites of books, or 

drew on the inch-square blackboards with crumbs of chalk. 

"They know their lessons very well, and are as still as mice. We make a great racket at our school, and 

get bad marks every day. I shall tell the girls they had better mind what they do, or their dolls will be 

better scholars than they are," said Effie, much impressed, as she peeped in and saw no rod in the hand 

of the little mistress, who looked up and shook her head at the intruder, as if begging her to go away 

before the order of the school was disturbed. 

Effie retired at once, but could not resist one look in at the window of a fine mansion, where the family 

were at dinner, the children behaved so well at table, and never grumbled a bit when their mamma said 

they could not have any more fruit. "Now, show me something else," she said, as they came again to the 

low door that led out of Doll-land. "You have seen how we prepare for Christmas; let me show you 

where we love best to send our good and happy gifts," answered the spirit, giving her his hand again. 

"I know. I've seen ever so many," began Effie, thinking of her own Christmases. 

"No, you have never seen what I will show you. Come away, and remember what you see to-night." 

Like a flash that bright world vanished, and Effie found herself in a part of the city she had never seen 

before. It was far away from the gayer places, where every store was brilliant with lights and full of 

pretty things, and every house wore a festival air, while people hurried to and fro with merry greetings. 

It was down among the dingy streets where the poor lived, and where there was no making ready for 

Christmas. 
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Hungry women looked in at the shabby shops, longing to buy meat and bread, but empty pockets 

forbade. Tipsy men drank up their wages in the bar- rooms; and in many cold dark chambers little 

children huddled under the thin blankets, trying to forget their misery in sleep. 

No nice dinners filled the air with savory smells, no gay trees dropped toys and bonbons into eager 

hands, no little stockings hung in rows beside the chimney-piece ready to be filled, no happy sounds of 

music, gay voices, and dancing feet were heard; and there were no signs of Christmas anywhere. 

"Don't they have any in this place?" asked Effie, shivering, as she held fast the spirit's hand, following 

where he led her. "We come to bring it. Let me show you our best workers." And the spirit pointed to 

some sweet-faced men and women who came stealing into the poor houses, working such beautiful 

miracles that Effie could only stand and watch. 

Some slipped money into the empty pockets, and sent the happy mothers to buy all the comforts they 

needed; others led the drunken men out of temptation, and took them home to find safer pleasures 

there. Fires were kindled on cold hearths, tables spread as if by magic, and warm clothes wrapped 

round shivering limbs. Flowers suddenly bloomed in the chambers of the sick; old people found 

themselves remembered; sad hearts were consoled by a tender word, and wicked ones softened by the 

story of Him who forgave all sin. 

But the sweetest work was for the children; and Effie held her breath to watch these human fairies 

hang up and fill the little stockings without which a child's Christmas is not perfect, putting in things 

that once she would have thought very humble presents, but which now seemed beautiful and precious 

because these poor babies had nothing. 

"That is so beautiful! I wish I could make merry Christmases as these good people do, and be loved and 

thanked as they are," said Effie, softly, as she watched the busy men and women do their work and 

steal away without thinking of any reward but their own satisfaction. 

"You can if you will. I have shown you the way. Try it, and see how happy your own holiday will be 

hereafter." 

As he spoke, the spirit seemed to put his arms about her, and vanished with a kiss. 

"Oh, stay and show me more!" cried Effie, trying to hold him fast. 

"Darling, wake up, and tell me why you are smiling in your sleep," said a voice in her ear; and opening 

her eyes, there was mamma bending over her, and morning sunshine streaming into the room. 

"Are they all gone? Did you hear the bells? Wasn't it splendid?" she asked, rubbing her eyes, and 

looking about her for the pretty child who was so real and sweet. 

"You have been dreaming at a great rate,--talking in your sleep, laughing, and clapping your hands as 

if you were cheering some one. Tell me what was so splendid," said mamma, smoothing the tumbled 
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hair and lifting up the sleepy head. Then, while she was being dressed, Effie told her dream, and 

Nursey thought it very wonderful; but mamma smiled to see how curiously things the child had 

thought, read, heard, and seen through the day were mixed up in her sleep. 

"The spirit said I could work lovely miracles if I tried; but I don't know how to begin, for I have no 

magic candle to make feasts appear, and light up groves of Christmas trees, as he did," said Effie, 

sorrowfully. 

"Yes, you have. We will do it! we will do it!" And clapping her hands, mamma suddenly began to dance 

all over the room as if she had lost her wits. 

"How? how? You must tell me, mamma," cried Effie, dancing after her, and ready to believe anything 

possible when she remembered the adventures of the past night. 

"I've got it! I've got it!--the new idea. A splendid one, if I can only carry it out!" And mamma waltzed 

the little girl round till her curls flew wildly in the air, while Nursey laughed as if she would die. 

"Tell me! tell me!" shrieked Effie. "No, no; it is a surprise,--a grand surprise for Christmas day!" sung 

mamma, evidently charmed with her happy thought. "Now, come to breakfast; for we must work like 

bees if we want to play spirits tomorrow. You and Nursey will go out shopping, and get heaps of things, 

while I arrange matters behind the scenes." 

They were running downstairs as mamma spoke, and Effie called out breathlessly,-- 

"It won't be a surprise; for I know you are going to ask some poor children here, and have a tree or 

something. It won't be like my dream; for they had ever so many trees, and more children than we can 

find anywhere." 

"There will be no tree, no party, no dinner, in this house at all, and no presents for you. Won't that be a 

surprise?" And mamma laughed at Effie's bewildered face. 

"Do it. I shall like it, I think; and I won't ask any questions, so it will all burst upon me when the time 

comes," she said; and she ate her breakfast thoughtfully, for this really would be a new sort of 

Christmas. 

All that morning Effie trotted after Nursey in and out of shops, buying dozens of barking dogs, woolly 

lambs, and squeaking birds; tiny tea-sets, gay picture-books, mittens and hoods, dolls and candy. 

Parcel after parcel was sent home; but when Effie returned she saw no trace of them, though she 

peeped everywhere. Nursey chuckled, but wouldn't give a hint, and went out again in the afternoon 

with a long list of more things to buy; while Effie wandered forlornly about the house, missing the usual 

merry stir that went before the Christmas dinner and the evening fun. 

As for mamma, she was quite invisible all day, and came in at night so tired that she could only lie on 

the sofa to rest, smiling as if some very pleasant thought made her happy in spite of weariness. 
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"Is the surprise going on all right?" asked Effie, anxiously; for it seemed an immense time to wait till 

another evening came. 

"Beautifully! better than I expected; for several of my good friends are helping, or I couldn't have done 

it as I wish. I know you will like it, dear, and long remember this new way of making Christmas 

merry." 

Mamma gave her a very tender kiss, and Effie went to bed. 

The next day was a very strange one; for when she woke there was no stocking to examine, no pile of 

gifts under her napkin, no one said "Merry Christmas!" to her, and the dinner was just as usual to her. 

Mamma vanished again, and Nursey kept wiping her eyes and saying: "The dear things! It's the 

prettiest idea I ever heard of. No one but your blessed ma could have done it." "Do stop, Nursey, or I 

shall go crazy because I don't know the secret!" cried Effie, more than once; and she kept her eye on 

the clock, for at seven in the evening the surprise was to come off. 

The longed-for hour arrived at last, and the child was too excited to ask questions when Nurse put on 

her cloak and hood, led her to the carriage, and they drove away, leaving their house the one dark and 

silent one in the row. "I feel like the girls in the fairy tales who are led off to strange places and see fine 

things," said Effie, in a whisper, as they jingled through the gay streets. 

"Ah, my deary, it is like a fairy tale, I do assure you, and you will see finer things than most children 

will tonight. Steady, now, and do just as I tell you, and don't say one word whatever you see," answered 

Nursey, quite quivering with excitement as she patted a large box in her lap, and nodded and laughed 

with twinkling eyes. 

They drove into a dark yard, and Effie was led through a back door to a little room, where Nurse coolly 

proceeded to take off not only her cloak and hood, but her dress and shoes also. Effie stared and bit her 

lips, but kept still until out of the box came a little white fur coat and boots, a wreath of holly leaves and 

berries, and a candle with a frill of gold paper round it. A long "Oh!" escaped her then; and when she 

was dressed and saw herself in the glass, she started back, exclaiming, "Why, Nursey, I look like the 

spirit in my dream!" 

"So you do; and that's the part you are to play, my pretty! Now whist, while I blind your eyes and put 

you in your place." 

"Shall I be afraid?" whispered Effie, full of wonder; for as they went out she heard the sound of many 

voices, the tramp of many feet, and, in spite of the bandage, was sure a great light shone upon her when 

she stopped. 

"You needn't be; I shall stand close by, and your ma will be there." 

After the handkerchief was tied about her eyes, Nurse led Effie up some steps, and placed her on a high 

platform, where something like leaves touched her head, and the soft snap of lamps seemed to fill the 
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air. Music began as soon as Nurse clapped her hands, the voices outside sounded nearer, and the tramp 

was evidently coming up the stairs. 

"Now, my precious, look and see how you and your dear ma have made a merry Christmas for them 

that needed it!" 

Off went the bandage; and for a minute Effie really did think she was asleep again, for she actually 

stood in "a grove of Christmas trees," all gay and shining as in her vision. Twelve on a side, in two rows 

down the room, stood the little pines, each on its low table; and behind Effie a taller one rose to the 

roof, hung with wreaths of popcorn, apples, oranges, horns of candy, and cakes of all sorts, from sugary 

hearts to gingerbread Jumbos. On the smaller trees she saw many of her own discarded toys and those 

Nursey bought, as well as heaps that seemed to have rained down straight from that delightful 

Christmas country where she felt as if she was again. 

"How splendid! Who is it for? What is that noise? Where is mamma?" cried Effie, pale with pleasure 

and surprise, as she stood looking down the brilliant little street from her high place. 

Before Nurse could answer, the doors at the lower end flew open, and in marched twenty-four little 

blue-gowned orphan girls, singing sweetly, until amazement changed the song to cries of joy and 

wonder as the shining spectacle appeared. While they stood staring with round eyes at the wilderness of 

pretty things about them, mamma stepped up beside Effie, and holding her hand fast to give her 

courage, told the story of the dream in a few simple words, ending in this way:-- 

"So my little girl wanted to be a Christmas spirit too, and make this a happy day for those who had not 

as many pleasures and comforts as she has. She likes surprises, and we planned this for you all. She 

shall play the good fairy, and give each of you something from this tree, after which every one will find 

her own name on a small tree, and can go to enjoy it in her own way. March by, my dears, and let us fill 

your hands." 

Nobody told them to do it, but all the hands were clapped heartily before a single child stirred; then one 

by one they came to look up wonderingly at the pretty giver of the feast as she leaned down to offer 

them great yellow oranges, red apples, bunches of grapes, bonbons, and cakes, till all were gone, and a 

double row of smiling faces turned toward her as the children filed back to their places in the orderly 

way they had been taught. 

Then each was led to her own tree by the good ladies who had helped mamma with all their hearts; and 

the happy hubbub that arose would have satisfied even Santa Claus himself,--shrieks of joy, dances of 

delight, laughter and tears (for some tender little things could not bear so much pleasure at once, and 

sobbed with mouths full of candy and hands full of toys). How they ran to show one another the new 

treasures! how they peeped and tasted, pulled and pinched, until the air was full of queer noises, the 

floor covered with papers, and the little trees left bare of all but candles! 
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"I don't think heaven can be any gooder than this," sighed one small girl, as she looked about her in a 

blissful maze, holding her full apron with one hand, while she luxuriously carried sugar-plums to her 

mouth with the other. 

"Is that a truly angel up there?" asked another, fascinated by the little white figure with the wreath on 

its shining hair, who in some mysterious way had been the cause of all this merry-making. 

"I wish I dared to go and kiss her for this splendid party," said a lame child, leaning on her crutch, as 

she stood near the steps, wondering how it seemed to sit in a mother's lap, as Effie was doing, while she 

watched the happy scene before her. Effie heard her, and remembering Tiny Tim, ran down and put 

her arms about the pale child, kissing the wistful face, as she said sweetly, "You may; but mamma 

deserves the thanks. She did it all; I only dreamed about it." 

Lame Katy felt as if "a truly angel" was embracing her, and could only stammer out her thanks, while 

the other children ran to see the pretty spirit, and touch her soft dress, until she stood in a crowd of 

blue gowns laughing as they held up their gifts for her to see and admire. 

Mamma leaned down and whispered one word to the older girls; and suddenly they all took hands to 

dance round Effie, singing as they skipped. 

It was a pretty sight, and the ladies found it hard to break up the happy revel; but it was late for small 

people, and too much fun is a mistake. So the girls fell into line, and marched before Effie and mamma 

again, to say goodnight with such grateful little faces that the eyes of those who looked grew dim with 

tears. Mamma kissed every one; and many a hungry childish heart felt as if the touch of those tender 

lips was their best gift. Effie shook so many small hands that her own tingled; and when Katy came she 

pressed a small doll into Effie's hand, whispering, "You didn't have a single present, and we had lots. 

Do keep that; it's the prettiest thing I got." 

"I will," answered Effie, and held it fast until the last smiling face was gone, the surprise all over, and 

she safe in her own bed, too tired and happy for anything but sleep. 

"Mamma, it was a beautiful surprise, and I thank you so much! I don't see how you did it; but I like it 

best of all the Christmases I ever had, and mean to make one every year. I had my splendid big present, 

and here is the dear little one to keep for love of poor Katy; so even that part of my wish came true." 

And Effie fell asleep with a happy smile on her lips, her one humble gift still in her hand, and a new 

love for Christmas in her heart that never changed through a long life spent in doing good. 

 

A Christmas Dream, and How It Came to Be True was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Sun, Dec 

12, 2021 

 

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
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A Christmas Dream, and How it Came to Be True is a featured selection in our collection of Children's 

Christmas Stories and Christmas Stories. You might also like Alcott's charming tale about boys seeking 

a hunting adventure, How They Ran Away. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/a-christmas-dream-and-how-it-

came-to-be-true  

https://americanliterature.com/christmas-stories-for-children
https://americanliterature.com/christmas-stories-for-children
https://americanliterature.com/christmas
https://americanliterature.com/author/louisa-may-alcott/short-story/how-they-ran-away
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Reading Like a Roman    Vergilius Vaticanus and the Puzzle of Ancient Book Culture 

By Alex Tadel 

How did Virgil’s words survive into the present? And how were they once read, during his own life and the 

succeeding centuries? Alex Tadel explores Graeco-Roman reading culture through one of its best-preserved 

and most lavishly-illustrated artefacts. 

PUBLISHED 

June 30, 2021 

 

A miniature of Virgil, scroll in hand, from a 19th-century lithographic reproduction of the Vergilius 

Vaticanus — Source. 

Texts of Greek and Roman literature do not usually come down to us in lavishly illustrated editions dating 

back to what we term classical antiquity. The vast majority have been preserved either in relatively 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#alex-tadel
https://archive.org/details/gri_3312501490533/page/n36/mode/1up
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contemporaneous papyrus fragments, which are of major historical value but aesthetically rather 

underwhelming, or much later copies. The manuscript known as Vergilius Vaticanus is one of only three 

manuscripts from Graeco-Roman antiquity which preserve illustrations in more than a few scraps. An 

invaluable rarity dating back to around 400 CE, the Vaticanus is the oldest of the three.1 

The name “Vaticanus” denotes the location where the manuscript has been kept since 1600 (the Vatican 

Library) and not the site of its production, though it was most likely made in Rome. “Vergilius” points to the 

texts copied in the document, which preserves portions of Virgil’s Georgics and Aeneid. At a glance, the 

former is a didactic poem about agriculture; after a focused read, it becomes a complex web of mythological, 

political, and philosophical material. The latter, Virgil’s seminal creation and Rome’s national epic, relates 

Aeneas’ escape from Troy and his quest to find a new home for his people. The texts are accompanied by 

beautiful illustrations depicting carefully choreographed scenes framed by a border of intense red. 

 

Aeneas and his attendant Achates, top left, get a view of Carthage for the first time. Below them spreads a 

panorama of Carthaginians busily building the new city (Aeneid 1.418ff) — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn1
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:VaticanVergilFolio13rAeneasFindsCarthage.jpg
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Orpheus in the Underworld, searching for Eurydice (Georgics 4.453ff) — Source. 

The canonical classical texts — Oedipus Rex, Medea, the Aeneid and the like — enjoy continuing universal 

recognisability. But the materiality of texts in ancient Greece and Rome, and the reading culture in which they 

were created, remain relatively obscure. How, why, when, where, and who read what are questions the 

answers to which can usually only be reconstructed from tiny scraps of papyrus or offhand remarks by 

classical authors. The exceptional state of preservation in which the Vaticanus has come down to us — full 

folios rather than loose strips of papyrus — makes it perhaps the oldest remnant of Graeco-Roman reading 

culture a modern observer can think of as a “book”. Although it dates from the very end of classical antiquity, 

its familiar appearance makes the Vaticanus a convenient starting point from which to explore the fascinating, 

and, to a modern eye, quite alien world of classical books. 

The Preservation of Papyri 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:VaticanVergilFolio09rOrpheus.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

72 

While the Vaticanus is the oldest source for the texts it contains, we would still have the Georgics and 

the Aeneid if we didn’t have the Vaticanus. Like the vast majority of extant classical texts, the works of Virgil 

are known to us through significantly later copies. There was a continuous Byzantine tradition of copying 

Greek as well as Latin texts; Arab scientists adopted and significantly enriched Greek medical writings; 

Christian monks in the territories of the former Western Roman Empire habitually copied authors whom they 

perceived as the principals of Latin literature.2 As Virgil was the undisputed centre of this clique, we have 

innumerable manuscripts preserving his works. 

But there is another source for classical texts, studied by the relatively new and dynamic field of papyrology. 

In the late nineteenth century, a boom of archaeological excavations brought to light hundreds of thousands of 

papyri, flooding the previously negligible field with so many fragments to repair, decipher, and interpret that 

the work is still in progress. One of the most substantial papyrological sites was discovered in 1896 in Egypt 

near the remains of a Greek town called Oxyrhynchus. The curious name means “sharp-snouted”: Greek for 

the Nile fish that was worshipped there by Egyptians. Oxyrhynchus was a flourishing town, though little of its 

architectural remains have been excavated. What has been of tremendous interest since 1896 is the ancient 

city’s rubbish dump, where the dry Egyptian climate has preserved innumerable papyri (mostly in Greek), 

thrown there by people who no longer had any use for them. 

 

Excavations at Oxyrhynchus, photographed by the papyrologist Arthur Surridge Hunt, ca. 1903 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Excavations_at_Oxyrhynchus_1_ca_1903_B.jpg
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Papyrus fragments from Oxyrhynchus, reproduced in The Oxyrhynchus Papyri (1898), alongside fragments 

from Sappho — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/oxyrhynchuspapyr0021unse/page/161/mode/2up
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In more humid climates, papyri have long since disintegrated, and most of the finds we have from elsewhere 

were likewise stored in comparably dry areas. Others were preserved by exceptionally hot conditions. In 

Herculaneum, for example, the eruption of Vesuvius carbonised an entire library, turning the scrolls into 

compact and extremely fragile blocks, essentially frozen in time by fire. Early attempts to unroll and read 

them often resulted in the scrolls disintegrating; recently, scholars have been trying to read them using X-ray 

technology. The library seems to have contained mainly Greek philosophical texts. 

Papyri excavations in Oxyrhynchus and elsewhere have unearthed innumerable literary works previously 

unknown from manuscript traditions. To list just a few: an entire comedy by Menander, a playwright 

previously known only from brief citations in texts by other authors; substantial portions of a satyr play by 

Sophocles, one of only two satyr plays of which we know more than a few lines; and multiple fragments of 

Sappho, the lyric poet from Lesbos. It’s not just scraps of discarded papyrus salvaged from a rubbish dump 

that have proven to be invaluable. Greeks and Romans used a variety of writing materials, and such precious 

pieces of literature as a previously unknown poem by Sappho have come down to us scribbled on ostraca — 

pieces of broken pottery. 

Papyri (and potsherds) are most often found in quite a sorry condition. They are torn, discoloured or in pieces, 

and even when reassembled usually still have large lacunae. In comparison with these, the Vaticanus is in an 

excellent state of preservation. Another difference between most classical textual finds and the Vaticanus is 

the format — the late Vaticanus is a codex rather than a roll. The codex is basically the type of book we still 

use today: folded sheets (of paper, parchment, or papyrus) held together at the spine. This results in a two-leaf 

display which is simple to navigate — flicking forwards and backwards to find a particular passage is 

relatively easy. In comparison, the roll was awkward and inconvenient — only a narrow portion of the text 

could be seen at a given time, and a search for a passage consisted of time-consuming rolling and unrolling of 

the scroll. Around 400 CE the codex became the norm for classical texts, and the Vaticanus may have been 

one of the first copies of Virgil to take advantage of the convenient format. 

Pagan Parchment 

The Vaticanus was made from parchment of the highest quality. The expensive material and the fine 

execution of the miniatures make it clear that this was a luxury edition for a member of the Roman elite. A 

very simplistic (though still persistent) conception of the fall of ancient Rome may lead one to see the 

Vaticanus as one of the last relics of classical culture and refinement soon to be replaced by the darkness and 

ignorance of medieval Christianity. It is true that the time of its making — around 400 CE — coincided with 

the ever more adamant efforts by the Church to suppress pagan religion. In the late fourth century, the 

emperor Theodosius banned all forms of pagan worship, including private rituals. It is possible that 

the Vaticanus was commissioned by a pagan noble determined to preserve one of the most important texts of 

their ancestral culture, full of descriptions of strange rituals and blood sacrifices. But it is equally possible that 

it was made for a convert to Christianity. 
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Dido sacrifices animal victims to the gods (Aeneid 4.54ff) — Source. 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:7467
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William Blake, The Pastorals of Virgil, 1821 — Source. 

Just as their pagan predecessors, most late antique Christians, and especially the learned clergy, admired the 

staples of Greek and Roman literature, among which Virgil held absolute primacy. Nevertheless, to make the 

explicitly pagan Virgil more palatable and to enhance the glory of the new religion, the quintessential pagan 

poet was transformed into a kind of Messianic prophet. His Fourth Eclogue, written around 40 BCE, 

described the birth of a saviour child who would mark the start of the golden age — it is easy to see how this 

could be reinterpreted to fit Christian mythology. Besides, Christians often found the evidently pagan 

elements in Virgil such as sacrifice intriguing rather than in need of censorship. Explanations of pagan rituals 

formed lengthy passages in medieval commentaries, suggesting that paganism was perceived with the 

curiosity which attracts us to bygone, distant phenomena. The Vaticanus may well have been owned by a 

Christian who appreciated the texts for their artistic value.3 

Reading (in) Antiquity 

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:7467
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn3
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The Vaticanus was undoubtedly a prestigious edition made for a wealthy client, whether pagan or Christian. 

But we know that the Aeneid was known far beyond such elite circles, as graffiti from Pompeii quoting (and 

mocking) it testify.4 How widespread was reading for leisure then? Where did people get books? What did 

they look like? There is little doubt that there was a thriving book culture in ancient Greece and Rome, but as 

the evidence is often anecdotal, biased, or highly specific, it is difficult to get the full picture. Even while the 

puzzle of antiquarian book culture remains unsolved, the following few pieces are absorbing enough on their 

own. 

Plato testifies that already by the turn of the fifth century BCE, one could buy popular works of philosophy at 

the Athenian agora for a relatively low price of less than a drachma — one drachma was the average daily 

wage at the time.5 Greek papyri from Egypt, which start to appear about a century later, show us that the 

demand and desire for non-luxury copies in the Greek-speaking world was continuously high. Literary texts 

were found on the backs of papyri formerly used as official documents, which suggests that they were copies 

made for people who could not afford fancy papyrus. Works by Athenian authors were found in faraway, 

difficult to access desert towns. Even if most of these copies were made in an educational setting, we cannot 

completely dismiss the possibility that at least some people found deciphering a scroll — with no spaces left 

between words — an agreeable enough pastime. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn5
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ThelateantiqueVaticanusstillleavesnospacesbetweenwords. However, the script — rustic capitals — is quite 

easy to read, with the mention of Achilles in the penultimate line readily identifiable. On the right, Laocoon is 

attacked by the serpents (Aeneid 2.195–227) — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:VaticanVergilFolio18vLaocoon.jpg
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When it comes to Latin texts, we have less contemporary evidence in the form of papyri, but much more 

information about their readership from the authors themselves. Latin authors, to a greater extent than the 

Greeks, liked to write about their books and their literary success. These discussions paint a picture of 

conflicting impulses towards elitism and popularisation.6 To begin with the former, Horace is representative 

in advising aspiring authors to be happy with just a few select readers. In a dedicatory address to his own new 

collection of poems, he personifies the work and compares its desire to be read by as many as possible to 

prostitution.7 The content itself of a great portion of Latin texts was somewhat inaccessible. This was highly 

allusive, learned literature, the enjoyment of which was greatly enriched by one’s ability to recognise and 

appreciate its sophisticated intertextuality. 

On the other hand, the wish to be popular, which Horace projects onto his personified poems, might be the 

author’s own desire to see them widely read; the poems’ longing to be displayed at the booksellers’ stalls in 

the Forum is their author’s excitement in anticipating the publication of his work. This kind of pride in 

popular success contrasted with snobby pretensions, and seems often to have prevailed in the most diverse 

authors. Cicero, the self-important politician, wrote that the number of people reading his philosophical works 

was far greater than he had expected. Martial, a more lighthearted poet, nonchalantly presented himself as a 

universally recognised and admired celebrity, and stated that everyone in Rome read him.8 

Scattered Fragments and Future Glory 

It is hard to determine to what extent either the elitism or the popularity were mere wishful thinking. What is 

certain is that the works of Horace, Cicero, Martial, and many others were continuously considered worthy of 

copying by a sufficient number of people that they survived until the present day. The power of texts to give 

eternal life to their author was a perennial theme of classical literature, but the longevity they actually enjoy 

may well have exceeded these authors’ wildest expectations. 

The potential of poetry not only for self-immortalisation, but also for promoting politically advantageous 

visions of past, present, and future was not overlooked by the brilliant propagandist Augustus. Poets under his 

patronage presented a vision of history as a fateful trajectory culminating in his rule, a narrative which 

legitimised and exalted his subversion of the republic and assumption of imperial power. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn8
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Jan Brueghel the Younger, Aeneas and the Sibyl in the Underworld (detail), ca. 1635 — Source. 

The Aeneid was one such work, narrating as it does the Augustan version of the grand destiny of Rome. 

Aeneas, a Trojan prince, flees his burning city and after a lengthy wandering brings his people to Italy, where 

their descendants will found a new Troy — Rome. Rome’s future dominion, sanctioned by gods, will have no 

spatial or temporal limit. The nation will reach its peak in Augustus, whose reign will usher in the golden age 

promised to Aeneas. This teleology is made explicit in Aeneas’ descent to the Underworld in the company of 

the Sibyl.9 There Aeneas is shown a procession of future kings and notables of Rome, and told of their 

achievements — Aeneas needs this display of his people’s future glory to boost his ever-faltering motivation 

to continue his journey. The absolute apex of the procession is Augustus, who will conquer distant lands, 

bring peace at home, and lead the way to the golden age. 

The Aeneid, however, is not a simplistic piece of propaganda. The heroic epic is continuously complicated, 

most evidently in the flawed character of its superficially exemplary protagonist. The very act of imagining a 

glorious history and a timeless empire is questioned, modified by an awareness of the fragility of memory, 

transience, and unpredictability of the future. Even a well-functioning memory can be dangerous, represented 

by the unforgiving Juno, or paralysing, exemplified by the nostalgic Aeneas, while distorted, fragmentary, 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435813
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn9
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interrupted and elusive moments of remembering feature prominently in the Aeneid.10 Attempts to control or 

interpret the future are just as fragile, as embodied in the Sibyl’s scattered prophecies. She writes prophetic 

verses on leaves and carefully arranges them in her cave. When the wind blows in, it scatters them through the 

cavern, and the Sibyl makes no attempt to put them back in order.11 

 

The Cumean Sibyl from Raphael’s fresco in St. Maria Della Pace, ca. 1600 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn11
https://www.si.edu/object/cumaean-sibyl-raphaels-fresco-st-maria-della-pace:chndm_1901-39-2838
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Every text is liable to fragmentation, corruption, or misinterpretation. The Sibyl’s fragmentary prophecies 

offer partial glimpses into the future, while we in the present day are left to reconstruct the past from pieces of 

papyri. Even the Aeneid, the grand Augustan epic, is to an extent the result of reconstruction. We do not have 

the original manuscript Virgil wrote, and the later ones we do possess present us with different versions of the 

text. Textual critics carefully select the most likely variants for present-day editions of the Aeneid, but the 

original text will never be recovered with absolute certainty. As far as the Vaticanus is concerned, the care 

and reverence that went into its making were mostly invested in the lavish illustrations rather than the text, as 

was often the case with luxury editions. Relatively little attention was paid to the correctness of the copy, and 

later versions are usually considered more faithful to the original Virgilian manuscripts. Even though 

the Vaticanus is our oldest source for the Georgics and the Aeneid, its chief interest undoubtedly lies in the 

illustrations. 

 

Left to right: Sylvia and her wounded deer; on the roof, Allecto; the battle between Latins and Trojans 

(Aeneid 7.500–539). A 19th-century lithographic reproduction of a Vaticanus miniature — Source. 

 

In Miniature: From Scroll to Codex 

https://archive.org/details/gri_33125014905331/page/n149/mode/2up
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While the images preserved in the Vaticanus date from antiquity, they are still four centuries after Virgil’s 

day, and so provide a somewhat belated, anachronistic vision of what a classical Roman illustration tradition 

might have looked like. But with the help of the Vaticanus we can surmise how other, earlier editions 

appeared. There was a fixed iconography in Roman book illustration — just as scribes copied the text, so 

illustrators copied models provided by earlier manuscripts. Based on the style of military dress in 

the Vaticanus, it is possible that the model for its miniatures dates back to the first half of second century 

CE.12 Sometimes illustrators conflated earlier models and combined several illustrations within a single 

frame, which could result in awkward overcrowding. A single illustration in the Vaticanus represents three 

episodes: a wounded deer flees to its mistress, who in distress cries for help; Allecto, an Erinys, sounds the 

war call to turn the ensuing quarrel into a fight; a fierce battle follows. As the artist tried to fit the three scenes 

into the available space, the menacing Allecto was reduced to a tiny, barely noticeable figure. 

In the Vaticanus illustrations, the entire surface circumscribed by the red frame is filled in. The minimalistic 

backgrounds, which represent little more than the basic outlines of the landscape and the sky, are nevertheless 

carefully painted, soft pink shading into pastel blue. The heavy frames and coloured backgrounds could only 

be executed in the codex format. In a roll, such large surfaces of paint would lead to the pigments flaking off. 

If the Vaticanus is the first codex in the tradition of illustrations it belongs to, it is likely that the frames and 

the backgrounds were added by the Vaticanus painters, with only the figures inherited from earlier models. In 

these earlier rolls, small illustrations would be inserted at the appropriate point in the columns of text.13 

Unfortunately, few examples of this system of illustration survive in Graeco-Roman literary papyri. The ones 

we have suggest that illustrations in scrolls could be much more casual than in late antique codices like 

the Vaticanus. Illustrations in what is known as the Heracles papyrus — preserving portions of an unknown 

poem about the hero — appear to have been drawn with quick, informal brush strokes. The result strikingly 

resembles a hastily sketched modern comic. The Charioteer papyrus probably comes from a codex but 

preserves the scroll style of illustration without backgrounds or borders.14 Its charioteers are much more finely 

executed than Heracles. They form a dynamic, expressive group dressed in the colours of the factions of the 

hippodrome. There were blues, greens, reds, and whites, each of these attracting a loyal following not unlike 

sports teams do today. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman#fn14
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Left: The Heracles Papyrus, a fragmented 3rd-century Greek poem about the hero’s labours, recovered in 

Oxyrhynchus — Source; Right: The Charioteer Papyrus, a 5th-century fragmented illustration from an 

unknown work — Source. 

Just as the Vaticanus was based on earlier models, so the medieval manuscript style that followed in its wake 

built on, transformed, and adapted models it found in late antique documents according to its needs. While no 

medieval manuscript appears to preserve the Vaticanus tradition of Virgilian illustration, late antique codices 

in general shaped illumination practices in the Middle Ages. This influence was so ubiquitous that it often 

went undetected. A peculiar example of this process is the false etymology of the word “miniature”. Far from 

implying the smallness of an illustration, the expression derives from the Latin word for red lead (minium), 

which was used to paint the signature red borders in codex illustrations. The word remained in use even as 

frames gradually started to be done in other colours, and became erroneously associated with the minute 

character of medieval illuminations. 

 

Watering the flocks at midmorning in summer (Georgics 3.327ff) — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:P._Oxy._XXII_2331.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CharioteerPapyrus.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:VaticanVergilFolio06rwateringFlocks_-_detail.jpg
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If the line separating the classical from the medieval is already hard to draw in Western European 

manuscripts, the distinction becomes even hazier if we move eastward. The still persistent westernising 

distinction between the classical and the medieval — which sets the boundary in 476 CE, when Odoacer 

deposed the final Roman emperor — glosses over the continuous Byzantine political and cultural tradition. 

Byzantine scholars copied works lost in Western Europe, only to be rediscovered there when these scholars 

brought their collections to Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. These scholars’ contribution was not 

just in mechanical copying, but also in the critical compilation and interpretation of classical texts. 

As a product of very late antiquity, the Vaticanus lets us think beyond the habitual contrast between the 

classical and the medieval. Tales of total overhaul in 476 CE, of the unbridgeable gulf between classical 

antiquity and the Middle Ages seem naïve and simplifying. The lines of descent linking the late Vaticanus to 

earlier manuscripts — and its influence, in turn, on (lost) medieval copies — invite us to see patterns of 

continuity, transferral, adaptation, and development, alongside instances of fragmentation, loss, and oblivion. 

While the Vaticanus is the oldest surviving illustrated Roman manuscript we have, it is hardly the last relic of 

a dead tradition. It is part of a continuous culture of reading stretching far beyond the geographic and 

temporal boundaries of what we term classical antiquity. 

Public Domain Works 

• Vergilius Vaticanus (selected images) 

ca. 400 CE 

o Wikimedia Commons 

IMAGES 

• Vergilius Vaticanus (watermarked) 

ca. 400 CE 

o Vatican Library 

TEXTS 

• Aeneid 

Virgilca. 50 BCE 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Vatican_Vergil
https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Vat.lat.3225
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/228
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• Georgics 

Virgilca. 35 BCE 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

• Virgilii pictvræ antiqvæ ex codicibvs vaticanis 

1835 

Lithographic reproductions of the Vergilius Vaticanus 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• The Oxford Handbook of Papyrology 

Edited by Roger S. Bagnall 

Thousands of texts, written over a period of three thousand years on papyri and potsherds, in Egyptian, Greek, 

Latin, Aramaic, Hebrew, Persian, and other languages, have transformed our knowledge of many aspects of 

life in the ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern worlds. The Oxford Handbook of Papyrology provides an 

introduction to the world of these ancient documents and literary texts, ranging from the raw materials of 

writing to the languages used, from the history of papyrology to its future, and from practical help in reading 

papyri to frank opinions about the nature of the work of papyrologists. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/232
https://archive.org/details/gri_33125014905331/page/n4/mode/2up
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0199843694/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0199843694/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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• Ancient Literacy 

By William V. Harris 

How many people could read and write in the ancient world of the Greeks and Romans? In Ancient Literacy, 

W.V. Harris provides the first thorough exploration of the levels, types, and functions of literacy in the 

classical world. Harris explores these and related themes in this highly original work of social and cultural 

history. Ancient Literacy is important reading for anyone interested in the classical world, the problem of 

literacy, or the history of the written word. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0674033817/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0674033817/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0199843694/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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• The Shadows of Poetry: Vergil in the Mind of Augustus 

By Sabine MacCormack 

Imperial ceremony was a vital form of self-expression for late antique society. Sabine MacCormack examines 

the ceremonies of imperial arrivals, funerals, and coronations from the late third to the late sixth centuries 

A.D., as manifest in the official literature and art of the time. Her study offers us new insights into the 

exercise of power and into the social, political, and cultural significance of religious change during the 

Christianization of the Roman world. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0520211871/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0520211871/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0674033817/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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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. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman 

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/pdr-recommends
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reading-like-a-roman
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0520211871/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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The Last Dream of Old Oak 

by Hans Christian Andersen 

 

The Last Dream of Old Oak is an endearing story for all ages. Though not as well known as The Little 

Match Girl, this is another excellent Christmas Story and one of our Favorite Fairy Tales. 

 

 

IN the forest, high up on the steep shore, and not far from the open seacoast, stood a very old oak-tree. It was 

just three hundred and sixty-five years old, but that long time was to the tree as the same number of days 

might be to us; we wake by day and sleep by night, and then we have our dreams. It is different with the tree; 

it is obliged to keep awake through three seasons of the year, and does not get any sleep till winter comes. 

Winter is its time for rest; its night after the long day of spring, summer, and autumn. On many a warm 

summer, the Ephemera, the flies that exist for only a day, had fluttered about the old oak, enjoyed life and felt 

happy and if, for a moment, one of the tiny creatures rested on one of his large fresh leaves, the tree would 

always say, “Poor little creature! your whole life consists only of a single day. How very short. It must be 

quite melancholy.” 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen
https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-little-match-girl
https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-little-match-girl
https://americanliterature.com/christmas
https://americanliterature.com/fairy-tales-guide
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“Melancholy! what do you mean?” the little creature would always reply. “Everything around me is so 

wonderfully bright and warm, and beautiful, that it makes me joyous.” 

“But only for one day, and then it is all over.” 

“Over!” repeated the fly; “what is the meaning of all over? Are you all over too?” 

“No; I shall very likely live for thousands of your days, and my day is whole seasons long; indeed it is so long 

that you could never reckon it out.” 

“No? then I don’t understand you. You may have thousands of my days, but I have thousands of moments in 

which I can be merry and happy. Does all the beauty of the world cease when you die?” 

“No,” replied the tree; “it will certainly last much longer,— infinitely longer than I can even think of.” “Well, 

then,” said the little fly, “we have the same time to live; only we reckon differently.” And the little creature 

danced and floated in the air, rejoicing in her delicate wings of gauze and velvet, rejoicing in the balmy 

breezes, laden with the fragrance of clover-fields and wild roses, elder-blossoms and honeysuckle, from the 

garden hedges, wild thyme, primroses, and mint, and the scent of all these was so strong that the perfume 

almost intoxicated the little fly. The long and beautiful day had been so full of joy and sweet delights, that 

when the sun sank low it felt tired of all its happiness and enjoyment. Its wings could sustain it no longer, and 

gently and slowly it glided down upon the soft waving blades of grass, nodded its little head as well as it 

could nod, and slept peacefully and sweetly. The fly was dead. 

“Poor little Ephemera!” said the oak; “what a terribly short life!” And so, on every summer day the dance was 

repeated, the same questions asked, and the same answers given. The same thing was continued through many 

generations of Ephemera; all of them felt equally merry and equally happy. 

The oak remained awake through the morning of spring, the noon of summer, and the evening of autumn; its 

time of rest, its night drew nigh—winter was coming. Already the storms were singing, “Good-night, good-

night.” Here fell a leaf and there fell a leaf. “We will rock you and lull you. Go to sleep, go to sleep. We will 

sing you to sleep, and shake you to sleep, and it will do your old twigs good; they will even crackle with 

pleasure. Sleep sweetly, sleep sweetly, it is your three-hundred-and-sixty-fifth night. Correctly speaking, you 

are but a youngster in the world. Sleep sweetly, the clouds will drop snow upon you, which will be quite a 

cover-lid, warm and sheltering to your feet. Sweet sleep to you, and pleasant dreams.” And there stood the 

oak, stripped of all its leaves, left to rest during the whole of a long winter, and to dream many dreams of 

events that had happened in its life, as in the dreams of men. The great tree had once been small; indeed, in its 

cradle it had been an acorn. According to human computation, it was now in the fourth century of its 

existence. It was the largest and best tree in the forest. Its summit towered above all the other trees, and could 

be seen far out at sea, so that it served as a landmark to the sailors. It had no idea how many eyes looked 

eagerly for it. In its topmost branches the wood-pigeon built her nest, and the cuckoo carried out his usual 

vocal performances, and his well-known notes echoed amid the boughs; and in autumn, when the leaves 

looked like beaten copper plates, the birds of passage would come and rest upon the branches before taking 

their flight across the sea. But now it was winter, the tree stood leafless, so that every one could see how 

crooked and bent were the branches that sprang forth from the trunk. Crows and rooks came by turns and sat 

on them, and talked of the hard times which were beginning, and how difficult it was in winter to obtain food. 
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It was just about holy Christmas time that the tree dreamed a dream. The tree had, doubtless, a kind of feeling 

that the festive time had arrived, and in his dream fancied he heard the bells ringing from all the churches 

round, and yet it seemed to him to be a beautiful summer’s day, mild and warm. His mighty summits was 

crowned with spreading fresh green foliage; the sunbeams played among the leaves and branches, and the air 

was full of fragrance from herb and blossom; painted butterflies chased each other; the summer flies danced 

around him, as if the world had been created merely for them to dance and be merry in. All that had happened 

to the tree during every year of his life seemed to pass before him, as in a festive procession. He saw the 

knights of olden times and noble ladies ride by through the wood on their gallant steeds, with plumes waving 

in their hats, and falcons on their wrists. The hunting horn sounded, and the dogs barked. He saw hostile 

warriors, in colored dresses and glittering armor, with spear and halberd, pitching their tents, and anon 

striking them. The watchfires again blazed, and men sang and slept under the hospitable shelter of the tree. He 

saw lovers meet in quiet happiness near him in the moonshine, and carve the initials of their names in the 

grayish-green bark on his trunk. Once, but long years had intervened since then, guitars and Eolian harps had 

been hung on his boughs by merry travellers; now they seemed to hang there again, and he could hear their 

marvellous tones. The wood-pigeons cooed as if to explain the feelings of the tree, and the cuckoo called out 

to tell him how many summer days he had yet to live. Then it seemed as if new life was thrilling through 

every fibre of root and stem and leaf, rising even to the highest branches. The tree felt itself stretching and 

spreading out, while through the root beneath the earth ran the warm vigor of life. As he grew higher and still 

higher, with increased strength, his topmost boughs became broader and fuller; and in proportion to his 

growth, so was his self-satisfaction increased, and with it arose a joyous longing to grow higher and higher, to 

reach even to the warm, bright sun itself. Already had his topmost branches pierced the clouds, which floated 

beneath them like troops of birds of passage, or large white swans; every leaf seemed gifted with sight, as if it 

possessed eyes to see. The stars became visible in broad daylight, large and sparkling, like clear and gentle 

eyes. They recalled to the memory the well-known look in the eyes of a child, or in the eyes of lovers who 

had once met beneath the branches of the old oak. These were wonderful and happy moments for the old tree, 

full of peace and joy; and yet, amidst all this happiness, the tree felt a yearning, longing desire that all the 

other trees, bushes, herbs, and flowers beneath him, might be able also to rise higher, as he had done, and to 

see all this splendor, and experience the same happiness. The grand, majestic oak could not be quite happy in 

the midst of his enjoyment, while all the rest, both great and small, were not with him. And this feeling of 

yearning trembled through every branch, through every leaf, as warmly and fervently as if they had been the 

fibres of a human heart. The summit of the tree waved to and fro, and bent downwards as if in his silent 

longing he sought for something. Then there came to him the fragrance of thyme, followed by the more 

powerful scent of honeysuckle and violets; and he fancied he heard the note of the cuckoo. At length his 

longing was satisfied. Up through the clouds came the green summits of the forest trees, and beneath him, the 

oak saw them rising, and growing higher and higher. Bush and herb shot upward, and some even tore 

themselves up by the roots to rise more quickly. The birch-tree was the quickest of all. Like a lightning flash 

the slender stem shot upwards in a zigzag line, the branches spreading around it like green gauze and banners. 

Every native of the wood, even to the brown and feathery rushes, grew with the rest, while the birds ascended 

with the melody of song. On a blade of grass, that fluttered in the air like a long, green ribbon, sat a 

grasshopper, cleaning his wings with his legs. May beetles hummed, the bees murmured, the birds sang, each 

in his own way; the air was filled with the sounds of song and gladness. 

“But where is the little blue flower that grows by the water?” asked the oak, “and the purple bell-flower, and 

the daisy?” You see the oak wanted to have them all with him. 

“Here we are, we are here,” sounded in voice and song. 
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“But the beautiful thyme of last summer, where is that? and the lilies-of-the-valley, which last year covered 

the earth with their bloom? and the wild apple-tree with its lovely blossoms, and all the glory of the wood, 

which has flourished year after year? even what may have but now sprouted forth could be with us here.” 

“We are here, we are here,” sounded voices higher in the air, as if they had flown there beforehand. 

“Why this is beautiful, too beautiful to be believed,” said the oak in a joyful tone. “I have them all here, both 

great and small; not one has been forgotten. Can such happiness be imagined?” It seemed almost impossible. 

“In heaven with the Eternal God, it can be imagined, and it is possible,” sounded the reply through the air. 

And the old tree, as it still grew upwards and onwards, felt that his roots were loosening themselves from the 

earth. 

“It is right so, it is best,” said the tree, “no fetters hold me now. I can fly up to the very highest point in light 

and glory. And all I love are with me, both small and great. All—all are here.” 

Such was the dream of the old oak: and while he dreamed, a mighty storm came rushing over land and sea, at 

the holy Christmas time. The sea rolled in great billows towards the shore. There was a cracking and crushing 

heard in the tree. The root was torn from the ground just at the moment when in his dream he fancied it was 

being loosened from the earth. He fell—his three hundred and sixty-five years were passed as the single day 

of the Ephemera. On the morning of Christmas-day, when the sun rose, the storm had ceased. From all the 

churches sounded the festive bells, and from every hearth, even of the smallest hut, rose the smoke into the 

blue sky, like the smoke from the festive thank-offerings on the Druids’ altars. The sea gradually became 

calm, and on board a great ship that had withstood the tempest during the night, all the flags were displayed, 

as a token of joy and festivity. “The tree is down! The old oak,—our landmark on the coast!” exclaimed the 

sailors. “It must have fallen in the storm of last night. Who can replace it? Alas! no one.” This was a funeral 

oration over the old tree; short, but well-meant. There it lay stretched on the snow-covered shore, and over it 

sounded the notes of a song from the ship—a song of Christmas joy, and of the redemption of the soul of 

man, and of eternal life through Christ’s atoning blood. 

“Sing aloud on the happy morn, 

All is fulfilled, for Christ is born; 

With songs of joy let us loudly sing, 

‘Hallelujahs to Christ our King.’” 

Thus sounded the old Christmas carol, and every one on board the ship felt his thoughts elevated, through the 

song and the prayer, even as the old tree had felt lifted up in its last, its beautiful dream on that Christmas 

morn. 

 

The Last Dream of Old Oak was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Sat, Dec 11, 2021 

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
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The story opens with old oak tree expressing sympathy for the Ephemeras' short lives. The fly counters by 

explaining that they both have just one life and the difference is simply in the way it is measured; the fly 

measuring moments, the tree measuring years. I imagine that this story may have been the inspiration for an 

interesting little commercial that Vodafone ran around 2006. Please re-read the following passage, then watch 

the video and see what you think. 

And the little creature danced and floated in the air, rejoicing in her delicate wings of gauze and velvet, 

rejoicing in the balmy breezes, laden with the fragrance of clover-fields and wild roses, elder-blossoms and 

honeysuckle, from the garden hedges, wild thyme, primroses, and mint, and the scent of all these was so 

strong that the perfume almost intoxicated the little fly. The long and beautiful day had been so full of joy and 

sweet delights, that when the sun sank low it felt tired of all its happiness and enjoyment. Its wings could 

sustain it no longer, and gently and slowly it glided down upon the soft waving blades of grass, nodded its 

little head as well as it could nod, and slept peacefully and sweetly. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-last-dream-of-old-oak 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/hans-christian-andersen/short-story/the-last-dream-of-old-oak
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Bunny Slope 

by Tadeusz Dąbrowski 

Issue no. 219 (Winter 2016) 

When I’m writing a poem, 

there’s less and less of it. 

As I approach the mountains, 

they vanish behind a gentle hill, 

behind the bunny slope. 

And once I’m standing with them 

face to face, 

they take away my speech. 

The very best poem  

finishes half way 

  

—Translated from the Polish by Antonia Lloyd-Jones 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b58d657de1&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b58d657de1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b58d657de1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b58d657de1&e=d538c8f2e0
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Carl Jung on How to Live and the Origin of “Do the Next Right Thing” 

“There is no pit you cannot climb out of provided you make the right effort at the right place… do the next 

thing with diligence and devotion.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

In recent seasons of being, I have had occasion to reflect on the utterly improbable trajectory of my life, 

plotted not by planning but by living. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/22/brain-pickings-becoming-the-marginalian/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0691640300/braipick-20
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We long to be given the next step and the route to the horizon, allaying our anxiety with the illusion of a 

destination somewhere beyond the vista of our present life. 

But the hardest reality to bear is that death is the only horizon, with numberless ways to get there — none 

replicable, all uncertain in their route, all only certain to arrive. This is why there are infinitely many kinds of 

beautiful lives. And this is why each and every one of them, even the most seemingly actualized, trembles 

with a staggering degree of doubt and confusion. Uncertainty is the price of beauty, and integrity the only 

compass for the territory of uncertainty that constitutes the landmass of any given life. 

And so the best we can do is walk step by next intuitively right step until one day, pausing to catch our breath, 

we turn around and gasp at a path. If we have been lucky enough, if we have been willing enough to face the 

uncertainty, it is our own singular path, unplotted by our anxious younger selves, untrodden by anyone else. 

The recovery community has a shorthand for keeping this at the center of awareness in times of inner tumult: 

“Do the next right thing.” The concept, in fact, originated two years before the founding of Alcoholics 

Anonymous, in a lucid and largehearted letter Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung (July 26, 1875–June 6, 1961) 

wrote to an anonymous correspondent, included in Selected Letters of C.G. Jung, 1909–1961 (public 

library). 

Carl Jung 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0691640300/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/selected-letters-of-cg-jung-1909-1961/oclc/881140394&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/selected-letters-of-cg-jung-1909-1961/oclc/881140394&referer=brief_results
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On December 15, 1933, Jung responded to a woman who had asked his guidance on, quite simply, how to 

live. Two generations after the young Nietzsche admonished that “no one can build you the bridge on which 

you, and only you, must cross the river of life,” Jung writes: 

Dear Frau V., 

Your questions are unanswerable because you want to know how one ought to live. One lives as one can. 

There is no single, definite way for the individual which is prescribed for him or would be the proper one. If 

that’s what you want you had best join the Catholic Church, where they tell you what’s what. Moreover this 

way fits in with the average way of mankind in general. But if you want to go your individual way, it is the 

way you make for yourself, which is never prescribed, which you do not know in advance, and which simply 

comes into being of itself when you put one foot in front of the other. If you always do the next thing that 

needs to be done, you will go most safely and sure-footedly along the path prescribed by your unconscious. 

Then it is naturally no help at all to speculate about how you ought to live. And then you know, too, that you 

cannot know it, but quietly do the next and most necessary thing. So long as you think you don’t yet know 

what this is, you still have too much money to spend in useless speculation. But if you do with conviction the 

next and most necessary thing, you are always doing something meaningful and intended by fate. With kind 

regards and wishes, 

Yours sincerely, 

C.G. Jung 

Two months later, in another gesture of generosity and wisdom, Jung deepens the sentient in a letter to a man 

who had reached out in abject anxiety and distress, feeling that he had, quite simply, mislived his life. Jung 

writes: 

Dear Herr N., 

Nobody can set right a mismanaged life with a few words. But there is no pit you cannot climb out of 

provided you make the right effort at the right place. 

When one is in a mess like you are, one has no right any more to worry about the idiocy of one’s own 

psychology, but must do the next thing with diligence and devotion and earn the goodwill of others. In every 

littlest thing you do in this way you will find yourself. [Everyone has] to do it the hard way, and always with 

the next, the littlest, and the hardest things. 

Yours truly,   C.G. Jung 

Complement with a poignant, poetic lens on how to live and how to die and Darwin’s deathbed reflection on 

what makes life worth living, then revisit Jung on life and death, his rare BBC interview about human nature, 

and the story of how he and his improbable physicist friend Wolfgang Pauli invented the concept of 

synchronicity.                                                                                                 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/07/carl-jung-next-right-

thing/?mc_cid=609905f449&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/09/30/nietzsche-find-yourself-schopenhauer-as-educator/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/09/30/nietzsche-find-yourself-schopenhauer-as-educator/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/02/03/emily-levine-cold-solace-anna-belle-kaufman/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/28/darwin-life/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/28/darwin-life/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/03/13/memories-dreams-reflections/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/07/26/carl-jung-bbc-face-to-face/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/09/atom-and-archetype-pauli-jung/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/09/atom-and-archetype-pauli-jung/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/07/carl-jung-next-right-thing/?mc_cid=609905f449&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/07/carl-jung-next-right-thing/?mc_cid=609905f449&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Climate modeling confirms historical records showing rise in hurricane activity 

New results show North Atlantic hurricanes have increased in frequency over the last 150 years 

 
 

Tracks of Atlantic hurricanes from 1851 to 2019. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 4, 2022 

When forecasting how storms may change in the future, it helps to know something about their past. Judging 

from historical records dating back to the 1850s, hurricanes in the North Atlantic have become more frequent 

over the last 150 years. 

However, scientists have questioned whether this upward trend is a reflection of reality, or simply an artifact 

of lopsided record-keeping. If 19th-century storm trackers had access to 21st-century technology, would they 

have recorded more storms? This inherent uncertainty has kept scientists from relying on storm records, and 

the patterns in them, for clues to how climate influences storms. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304148&org=NSF
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A U.S. National Science Foundation-funded study published in Nature Communications uses climate 

modeling, rather than storm records, to reconstruct the history of hurricanes and tropical cyclones around the 

world. The results of the study support the notion that North Atlantic hurricanes have increased in frequency 

over the last 150 years, as suggested by historical records. 

In the models studied, major hurricanes, and hurricanes in general, were more frequent today than in the past. 

And those that made landfall appeared to have grown more powerful, carrying more destructive potential. 

Curiously, while the North Atlantic has seen an overall increase in storm activity, the same trend was not 

observed in the rest of the world. The study found that the frequency of tropical cyclones globally has not 

changed significantly in the last 150 years. 

"The evidence does point, as the original historical record did, to long-term increases in North Atlantic 

hurricane activity, but no significant changes in global hurricane activity," says study author Kerry Emanuel 

of MIT. "It certainly will change the interpretation of climate's effects on hurricanes -- that it's really the 

regionality of the climate, and that something happened to the North Atlantic that's different from the rest of 

the globe. It may have been caused by global warming, which is not necessarily globally uniform." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304148&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1854929&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-27364-8
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.mit.edu/2021/hurricane-climate-modeling-1202
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304148&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304148&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

101 

 

Don’t Worry, Station Eleven Isn’t Really a Pandemic Story 

The Adaptation of Emily St. John Mandel’s Novel is Worth Your (Endless, Bleeding) Time. 

By Emily Temple 

 

All things considered, you probably aren’t in the mood to watch a television show about a pandemic. And I 

won’t lie to you: after two long years of Covid-19, with all of its attendant despair, illness, death, despair, 

disruption, ambient stress, and despair—and particularly this very month, as a new, more contagious variant 

builds steam and that light we all thought we glimpsed at the end of the tunnel begins to dim, the first episode 

of Station Eleven is a tough watch. 

But you should watch it anyway. Even if the last thing you want to do right now is consume even more 

pandemic-related media. Because contrary to the publicity talking points, this isn’t really a television show 

about a pandemic. I mean, sure, yes, a pandemic is where it starts. But this is not a disaster story; it’s an 

aftermath story. This is a story about living through and with trauma; it’s about resilience and hope; it’s about 

scars. (“I remember damage,” a line from the titular in-world graphic novel, is repeated so often it might as 

well be a prayer, or a ward.) And at the risk of being unbearably corny, it’s also about the power of art (and 

Art) to shore up our souls and bring us together. More importantly, it is a work of art itself: diffuse, engaging, 

sometimes challenging, and ultimately quite moving. 

Of course, you have to pay the toll to get in: and in this case, it’s the first episode, directed by Hiro Murai. It’s 

excellent, but it may dredge up a few . . . unpleasant memories. After all, it is necessarily the episode that 

most directly concerns the end—or the beginning, depending on how you think about it. As news of a deadly 

flu trickles into Chicago, the episode captures familiar sensations that hurt a little to think about: the moment 

https://lithub.com/author/emily-temple/
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2021/12/omicron-pandemic-giving-up/621004/
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when dismissal ticks over into comprehension; the feeling of waking up on a normal day and going to sleep in 

a dystopia; the horror of watching others go about business as usual while you stock up on supplies; the 

endless, unhelpful news feeds. 

It wasn’t intended to be this way. Station Eleven, a ten-part limited series from HBO, is adapted from Emily 

St. John Mandel’s bestselling 2014 novel of the same name, which won the Arthur C. Clarke award and has 

sold more than 1.5 million copies. The show began filming in January 2020; reportedly, they had shot the first 

two episodes before the Covid-19 pandemic hit; the rest were filmed in the time between then and now. (Our 

real life pandemic must have influenced the final product, and I can only imagine that it is partially 

responsible for the across-the-board excellent performances in the show, but it is a testament to editing and 

production that while I looked for a shift in the show’s tenor after that second episode, a before and after, I 

couldn’t really see one.) 

In case you haven’t already read the novel (and you should), here’s the gist: in the approximate present, a flu 

pandemic descends without warning and spreads across the globe, quickly wiping out 99.99 percent of the 

human species. Kirsten is eight when the flu strikes; she is performing in a production of King Lear with the 

famous actor Arthur Leander, who dies of a heart attack on stage, and through chance winds up quarantined 

with a stranger, a man named Jeevan, and his brother. 

Twenty years later, Kirsten is part of the Travelling Symphony (whose motto is “Survival is Insufficient”), a 

group of actors and musicians who trace a well-trodden loop through the near-empty world, stopping at ragtag 

settlements, performing for survivors. The novel isn’t plotless, exactly, but like most of Mandel’s work, it is 

introspective and ruminative in a way that resists summary, more about sensation than action. It is non-linear, 

dipping back into the early days of the pandemic, and also the years before, focusing first on one character 

and then another, creating a sort of collage effect, building meaning as it goes, but leaving much unsaid and 

unexplained. 

This is a story about living through and with trauma; it’s about resilience and hope; it’s about scars. 

Showrunner Patrick Somerville interprets this interconnected folding—and the almost dreamy mood it 

creates—to great effect on screen. “There is no before,” we are told, again and again. But there is a before—

that’s the whole point. The structure underscores the truth of it. The story is like a spiral, or a braid—with 

every pass, we pull in a little more information, more context. We see a snippet of the past or future in one 

episode, untethered, only to get the full scene and its context later, the way the meaning of a memory changes 

depending on when it occurs to you. Sure, I’m basically talking about flashbacks, but here they feel more than 

that—they feel like time bleeding together. There is a before, and there is a now, but the boundaries are 

getting thinner. Perhaps you’ve experienced something like that recently. 

There are some snags here and there; it’s hard to convince a viewer that a graphic novel is as transcendent as 

this show (and as the novel) wants us to believe it is; Jeevan’s complaint that it’s “so pretentious!” feels 

cathartic when it comes. It’s a useful plot device that thematically underscores the central idea that art can 

influence, inspire, and connect us, but what is much more moving here are the actual connections, which the 

excellent acting—by everyone, but particularly by the two Kirstens, Mackenzie Davis as the elder and 

Matilda Lawler as the younger—highlights. 

https://www.indiewire.com/2021/09/station-eleven-hbo-max-tv-show-pandemic-1234666720/
https://www.indiewire.com/2021/09/station-eleven-hbo-max-tv-show-pandemic-1234666720/
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And though I have taken pains to describe this as an aftermath story as opposed to a pandemic story, the 

pandemic has still necessarily colored the way we will watch this adaptation, and what questions we have 

about it. I wanted to spend more time in the show’s tension between those who want to recreate the old world 

and those born “post-pan” who never knew it. Here it does feel like the show is picking up an exaggerated 

version of hyper-current conversations: the Covid-19 pandemic hasn’t killed 99.99 percent of the population, 

but it has exposed a host of structural and social problems. Setting aside the question of whether it’s even 

possible—do we want to go back to normal? 

Ultimately, this the rare case in which I’d say that the adaptation actually improves on the novel in some 

ways—it complicates the details of the characters, puts more bends into the road, overlays images in ways 

that deepen their meanings. Sometimes the expansions feel unnecessary, but the writers—several of whom 

are Leftovers alums, which shows—have maintained the thrust and sense of the novel while widening its 

scope. Though Kirsten is the linchpin, the diversions into the stories of other characters, each with their own 

complex struggles and interconnections, all feel like parts of the same puzzle. And this is a puzzle that 

rewards completion. When you step back after ten episodes, you don’t see a pandemic, or a disaster, or a post-

apocalypse. You just see a bunch of people, still connected to one another, for good or ill, moving forward. 

COVID-19Emily St. John MandelHBOlife in a pandemicliterary adaptationsStation EleventelevisionWhat to 

Watch 

 

 

 

Emily Temple 

Emily Temple is the managing editor at Lit Hub. Her first novel, The Lightness, was published by William 

Morrow/HarperCollins in June 2020. You can buy it here. 

 

https://lithub.com/dont-worry-station-eleven-isnt-really-a-pandemic-story/ 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/covid-19/
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After years of dredging, straightening, and leveling, the largest river swamp in the United States needs help. 

But no one can agree on what this iconic wilderness is supposed to look like. How do you conserve a 

landscape when the only constant is change? 

Words by Boyce Upholt | Photos by Rory Doyle 
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January 4, 2022 

20 

A land manager and a Cajun crawfisherman walk into a beige-walled conference room in rural 

Louisiana. As do several businessmen — employees for a pipeline company and a barge line and a port 

facility — and a handful of local politicians and bureaucrats and government engineers. 

So: two dozen men and women (and let’s be honest, it’s mostly men here) walk into a Louisiana conference 

room. 

This is not supposed to be the setup for a bad joke. It’s the official governmental response to what state 

officials have called an “emergency”: the broken landscape of the Atchafalaya Basin. Habitat is disappearing. 

Water quality is declining. Floods are seizing local neighborhoods. Because this region is supposed to be a 

“floodway” that protects the entire South from devastation, the accumulation of mud threatens the safety of 

nearby cities like New Orleans and Baton Rouge. 

You may know this basin from photographs, the water extending across the frame, studded with moss-draped 

cypress trees, gilded in sunset or the mist of a light rain. Or you may know it from Hank Williams’ 1952 hit, 

“Jambalaya (On the Bayou),” which depicted these waterways as a refuge for an old-fashioned lifestyle, a 

place where people with names like Thibodaux and Fontenot can “settle down far from town” and “have big 

fun” — picking guitars, sipping unnamed liquids from fruit jars, living off money earned by catching and 

selling fish. This is the Cajun heartland; the surrounding region is officially branded as “America’s Foreign 

Country.” It’s one of the nation’s most iconic landscapes, its largest remaining river swamp. 
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Artist Alain Gakwaya exhibits his Louisiana-inspired art at Lake Martin, which sits just outside the 

Atchafalaya Basin but offers a glimpse of what the basin’s aqueous landscape looked like before the 

engineers waded in. 

Williams’ song is an elegy. By 1952, Cajun families were moving to dry land on the far side of the new 

federal-built levees that lined the swamps. The Atchafalaya River had just been reengineered to carry more 

water, which meant it carried more mud, too. Within a few years, conservationists began to push to save the 

depopulated waterways by turning them into a wilderness area, perhaps even a national park. That idea 

proved so controversial that it launched a decades-long battle. Very little conservation has been accomplished 

since. 

Which is why, in late 2020, Louisiana’s governor convened a task force, a group of stakeholders who have 

met once a month over the past year as they’ve tried to forge a “master plan” to save this place. Some 

meetings have veered toward chaos. In April, two of its members, the land manager and the crawfisherman, 

failed to even agree on the nature of the place. Was this a terrestrial swamp, or was it aquatic? 

Really, the debate doubled as the latest salvo in a decades-old grudge match. Eventually, the task force 

chairman had to intervene. “We’re not going to get personal,” he said. “We’re not going to rehash old wounds 

and pick old scabs about who tried to put who in jail and this, that, and the other.” He asked the combatants to 
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stick to the issue at hand: land and resource use. Nonetheless, the land manager launched into a soliloquy on 

the history of Louisiana property law and just why it prohibits crawfishermen from fishing on his land. 

Yes, ladies and gentlemen, this is the official government body tasked with preserving a beloved American 

wilderness. Welcome to the Atchafalaya swamp. Let’s have big fun. 

 

 

 

Think of the Atchafalaya Basin as an inverted island: rather than a hump of high dirt surrounded by 

water, this is an expanse of lowlands encircled by slight ridges. The high ground was dumped by the 

Mississippi River, which over millennia flailed back and forth along the Louisiana coastline, charting various 

routes to the Gulf of Mexico.  

Through the center of this basin runs its namesake, the Atchafalaya River. The name is a rough approximation 

of the Choctaw phrase for “long river,” though this is not truly a river. It’s a distributary, an alternate path to 

the ocean. It is, in fact, the largest distributary of the continent’s largest river: A few dozen miles below 

Natchez, the Atchafalaya veers away from the Mississippi to the west. 

On a geological scale, the Atchafalaya is an infant. Just a few hundred years ago, the northern basin included 

many small streams; not until the 16th century did these coil together into a single channel. Even into the 19th 

century, visitors reported you could walk across the Atchafalaya headwaters by laying down a single plank. 

This little stream flowed for 50 miles, passing through solid, forested ground. Then it frayed into a maze of 

interlinked ponds, bayous, and lakes. Grand Lake, the largest, once occupied nearly half the basin. Though 

it’s been slowly filled by Atchafalaya mud, Grand Lake at the beginning of the 20th century still spanned 175 

square miles. At the southern edge of the lake, the water squeezed back into a single channel so as to press 

through the basin’s southern ridge into the Gulf. 

Early European settlers saw the Atchafalaya Basin as a nearly impossible landscape, a place where “the 

inexperienced traveler would require the thread of Ariadne in order not to wander forever,” as one 1803 

visitor suggested. It was a seeming no-man’s-land, in part because it was inaccessible to anyone floating 

down the Mississippi River. Its uppermost 40 miles were plugged with driftwood. Some visitors claimed they 

could ride across these logs on horseback; flowers and shrubs grew up from the rotten wood. 
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But it was not a no-man’s-land. Shell mounds here date back thousands of years and are still visited by the 

Chitimacha, a tribe that holds lands just west of the basin. In the 1710s, after a disastrous war with the French, 

the Chitimacha retreated into the swamps and avoided the scrutiny of settler culture for more than 100 years. 

By then, they’d been joined by Acadian farmers, peasants of French extraction who were evicted from Nova 

Scotia by the conquering Brits. The Acadians settled on the high ridges of land surrounding the basin, where 

they set up small farms and eked out a living. Then sugar boomed, and a new wave of Americans — made 

wealthy by the free labor of enslaved African people — proved willing to pay high prices for dry ground. The 

Acadians could hardly afford to say no. Some drifted into new home sites deeper in the swamps. Eventually, 

through the lazy habits of the American tongue, the Acadians became known as Cajuns. 

 

The Atchafalaya River near the Old River Control Structure. The gates are raised or lowered daily, ensuring 

that each year 70% of the upstream water stays in the Mississippi, while 30% flows down into the 

Atchafalaya and its swamps. 

The reengineering of the Atchafalaya began in the mid-19th century as the Louisiana government cleared the 

old logjam, opening a path for steamboats that serviced the sugar plantations. The federal government had 

already straightened the Mississippi just upstream of the Atchafalaya. Together, these changes made a rinky-
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dink river much bigger — carrying more water and flooding the little Acadian farms. This, in retrospect, is 

not remembered as a tragedy but the beginning of what some call the “golden age” in the 

Atchafalaya swamps. Men made their living catching fish or felling timber. Some camps had no dry land to 

speak of — just houses built atop floating rafts of logs, with floating plywood yards where chickens and pigs 

and pets could live when the water was high. Other villages were built on the strips of forested riverbank. The 

largest was Bayou Chene, which would have been akin to any rural town in the era, with frame houses and 

churches and a general store and, in this case, a saloon that doubled as the funeral home. The one key 

distinction: Instead of roads, there was a network of bayous. Timber companies owned much of the land, but 

people “just settled anywhere, with some of them later acquiring land through ‘Squatter’s Rights,’” as local 

writer Gladys Calhoon Case recalled in her 1974 book, The Bayou Chene Story. “Anyway, no one ever asked 

folks to move. Once a man found a spot that suited him and his family, he stayed.” 

These people became known as “swampers.” Some were the descendants of Acadian settlers; others were new 

arrivals drawn by the emerging industries on the water. From the Chitimacha, the swampers learned 

traditional medicines: cocklebur tea to treat a fever, oil of alligator tongue to fight a cough. They profited 

from a full faunal calendar. There were rabbits and squirrels and snipe and woodcock in winter, raccoons 

and opossums and turtles in springtime, catfish and crabs all year. In the 1920s, good money could be found 

picking Spanish moss, which was considered prime material for stuffing furniture. The sheriff rarely visited, 

and for those who chose to float in houseboats, no property taxes were ever due. 

The beginning of the end came in 1927. The timber industry was already waning — the trees had been 

cleared, mostly — and then one of the worst floods in U.S. history snarled down the Mississippi River. The 

water poured into the Atchafalaya Basin, too, where gardens were choked and houses were swamped. The 

water stood 12 feet deep in some places that had never been known to flood. 

To avoid another disaster, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers decided the Mississippi needed a series of 

“spillways,” emergency release valves that could be opened when the river grew too full. As a large and 

mostly undeveloped swath of swampland, the lower Atchafalaya Basin was designated the largest of the 

spillways. In the case of the “project flood” — a statistically calculated worst-case scenario — it will carry 

half of the water that comes down the Mississippi and its tributaries. 

That’s 1.5 million cubic feet of water each second, a lot of flow for a little river. (It’s enough to fill the 

Superdome in less than a minute and a half.) So in the 1930s and ’40s, the Army Corps set to work renovating 

the old Atchafalaya Basin. They dredged a single channel through the morass of lakes and bayous, one that 

could pass more water. They cut a second outlet through the ridge that separates the basin from the 

marsh along the Gulf of Mexico, ensuring the water would not get trapped. They erected new and improved 

levees around two towns near the head of the Atchafalaya and put up a floodwall at Morgan City, the port 

town that sits at the Atchafalaya’s mouth. The most obvious change is the addition of two guide levees, north-

to-south earthen walls that set the 15-mile- wide floodway apart from the protected dry terrain. These sliced 

Grand Lake into two pieces; its western edge now sits outside the levees and is known as Lake Fausse Pointe. 

The dry side of these levees remains quiet, rural Louisiana: sugar cane fields, humble homes and trailers; a 

dusty state highway that runs alongside a sluggish brown bayou. Trump flags flutter and johnboats sit atop 

trailers in driveways. The levee stands so tall — up to 20 feet above the natural elevation — that you cannot 

see into the swamps. Climb to the top, though, and you find yourself standing upon the edge of a water world. 
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The lakes and streams and forest blare with birds — and are all but empty of people. I know few places in the 

world where the transition from one ecozone to another is so abrupt or complete. 

 

 

 

“Do you eat frog legs?” Annie Blanchard asked me when I visited her home last spring. I told her it had 

been a few years. “Today is your day,” she replied. 

Roy Blanchard, Annie’s husband, had seen the frogs jumping in Red Eye Swamp when he was baiting 

trotlines. He’d told his son, who caught the frogs, then gifted them back to his parents. Now Annie was frying 

them in a cast-iron Dutch oven to be served atop rice and stewed white beans. I was just the latest link in this 

chain of Cajun hospitality. 

The Blanchards offer a link, too, to the old basin. Roy can trace his Louisiana ancestry back 11 generations; 

he was born in 1941, just as the guide levees came up along the new floodway. Though his family lived on the 

levee’s dry side, their home was on an island with no roads. Roy took a boat to school, at least for the years 

that he attended. He quit by seventh grade — frustrated that they never let him speak his native French — and 

started fishing. He worked alone, usually, meeting his father back at the dock to unload the spoils. He loved 

the work, and loved the water. 

Annie, too, knows the swamps intimately, and not just because she accompanies her husband on hunting trips. 

She was born in a houseboat on Lake Rond in the late 1940s. Her family moved to the dry side of the spillway 

levees when she was ready to go to school. 

The swamps were changed already: The spillway corridor was half the size of the natural basin, and less space 

for the water led to a predictable outcome. The annual high water went higher, so that even the forested ridges 

were swallowed. After the floodwaters drained, they left behind a thick layer of silt. Each year, a few more 

families gave up their flooded, mud-streaked homes. 

Meanwhile, thanks to outboard motors, it had become possible to live on dry land and still hop in a boat to get 

to the lakes. In the 1950s and ’60s, new towns arose along the levees; sometimes, fishermen still lived in 

houseboats, which were now set on pilings on dry ground. The timber companies had found a new lifeline, 

too: They pivoted to oil and gas, which had been discovered beneath the basin’s mud. Pumpjacks and 

pipelines began to sprout where villages once stood. At the end of 1952 — the year that “Jambalaya” was 

released, and just as Roy Blanchard was launching his career on the water — the post office at Bayou Chene 

was closed. 
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Now the couple lives in a trim white house that sits just outside the western guide levee. Roy built the house 

himself, with cypress he pulled from the swamps. He built the levee, too, or at least rebuilt it, earning extra 

money in the off-season by joining work crews engaged in the periodic task of upkeep and improvement. 

One of the Blanchards’ neighbors, a frail and elderly man, used to talk about going back to Bayou Chene. He 

begged Roy to take him out in his boat. “Well, you should’ve brought him,” Annie told Roy, as we discussed 

their memories. “I mean, just for him to ... realize.” 

The man seemed not to understand that there are no more homes at Bayou Chene, just a few part-time camps. 

The old town has been caked over with 12 feet of silt, and the live oak trees — chenes, in French — have 

been killed off by the river’s rise, their branches grasping up from the mud. 
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Annie and Roy Blanchard fish on a canal outside their home near Dauterive Lake. Annie was born in a 

houseboat on Lake Rond in the late 1940s; Roy can trace his Louisiana ancestry back 11 generations. 

It is not just homes that have been buried: the basin’s lakes, too, are filling in. In the two decades after the 

1927 flood, Grand Lake shrank by nearly half. (Lake Fausse Pointe, outside the levee, remains nearly 

unchanged, frozen in its 1932 state.) At first, the Army Corps supposed locals would be pleased, since more 

mud meant more land for planting crops. The typical response was closer to Roy Blanchard’s. The place is 

being ruined, he told me: “Our fishing ground, it done shrank to a fourth of what we had.” His kids and 

grandkids do not make a full-time living swamping. This is a career — a way of life — that is disappearing 

with the water. 

But the mud is not just a problem for swampers; it undercut the effectiveness of the Army Corps’ spillway, 

too. As an agency official once put it, if you dump 15 gallons of dirt into a 30-gallon bathtub, the thing is no 

longer really a 30-gallon bathtub. It’ll hold just 15 gallons of water. 

In the 1950s, as families were abandoning the basin, the Corps set out to solve this problem by dredging the 

Atchafalaya River, trying to keep it deep and powerful. They closed some of the bayous that branched away 

from the river, assuming that if you hold all the water in the river’s main channel, the force of the current will 

carry the mud south into the Gulf. 
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This was an imperfect solution. The southern Atchafalaya Basin comprises two separate waterscapes: the 

Atchafalaya River runs through the middle; it is surrounded by slower-moving backswamps. The swamps 

face a “paradox of water flow and sedimentation,” as one state official put it at the May task force meeting: If 

the river water runs into them, it delivers sediment, choking the lakes and bayous. But if river water does not 

run into the backswamps, they grow stagnant until — as a writer noted in a 1979 National Geographic story 

— they sometimes smell like a septic tank. 

The first efforts to “save” the Atchafalaya Basin were focused on this stagnant water. In the 1950s, as the 

Army Corps began dredging, sportsmen complained about the impacts on fish. In 1970, the National 

Environmental Policy Act was signed into law, requiring the engineers to consider this problem. The dredging 

program, paused a few years earlier due to a lack of funds, could not be resumed until the Corps analyzed its 

environmental impacts. That process — which quickly grew heated — took 12 years. 

 

 

 

By 1970, conservationists were worried not just about the Army Corps, but also about landowners. 

They were clearing forests, especially in the high ground near the head of the Atchafalaya, and eyeing ground 

farther south that might be dried out by the dredging. Meanwhile, in order to install gas pipelines, companies 

had carved canals, piling the mud into “spoil banks” that ran latitudinally across the basin. Before, when the 

water flowing through the bayous rose into a flood, it would become a nearly basin-wide sheet unfurling 

south. Now the spoil banks acted like walls, impeding this flow. 

Conservationists had long dreamed of finding some public agency that could buy up the land. Perhaps the 

Army Corps itself, or a state agency, or even the National Park Service. This was the “obvious way” to 

protect the remaining wetlands, as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service put it in a 1978 booklet. The publication 

described the swamps as a national treasure being hoarded by a few wealthy fat cats: 50 companies and 

individuals together owned 70% of the land in the lower portion of the spillway, where most of the swamps 

are concentrated. 

To underline its message, the booklet included a photo collage of “NO TRESPASSING” and “POSTED” 

signs that were then beginning to be tacked to the swamp’s trees. 

Two years later, an association of landowners shot back with its own booklet. Called “The Atchafalaya Story: 

The Part They Forgot to Tell You,” its layout precisely mimicked that of its governmental predecessor, 
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though its tone was quite different. The opening epigraph quoted a public school teacher who, at a public 

meeting, had compared the public-purchase proposal to the regimes of Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong. 

The book was “dedicated to all the people of Louisiana who believe in the right to private ownership of 

property and in the free enterprise system that built the greatest nation in the history of the world.” It 

highlighted the people of Bayou Chene in particular, insinuating that the Army Corps had forced their 

removal by creating the spillway. (The agency paid very few landowners in the southern spillway for 

damages, claiming that the region was already flood-prone before the guide levees were built.) In response to 

the no-trespassing collage, this book featured its own montage artwork: a collection of newspaper headlines 

decrying the “federal land grab.” 

In 1982, the Army Corps finally assembled a compromise that suited all parties. Dow Chemical, which owned 

substantial acreage in the basin, donated land to the state. This became the nucleus of a small wildlife refuge, 

which today is run by the Fish and Wildlife Service. (The Corps also began to purchase easements from 

willing landowners, who committed to leaving their acreage undeveloped.) The basin was split into 13 “water 

management units,” or WMUs, which could be individually managed so as to address issues of both mud 

accumulation and water quality. Two units were selected as pilot projects, though no specific plans were set. 

Due to lack of funding, work on the WMUs was postponed for another two decades. And while there were 

new investments in the basin, including boat ramps and a visitor center, the ecological issues — big floods 

choking forests; mud filling lakes; still water going sour — persisted. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

115 

 

A house on a canal north of Dauterive Lake. 
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In 2015, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), a national nonprofit conservation group, tried a new tack: They 

purchased a 5,000-acre tract nestled within a portion of the basin the state had targeted for restoration. This 

purchase reinvigorated a long-delayed plan: The state intends to cut notches in the spoil banks that run along 

the edges of the area, allowing some water to flow longitudinally once more. TNC spent years researching the 

region’s ecology and building relationships in the region; they touted their involvement as a major step 

forward: a collaboration between environmentalists and landowners, rather than a fight. 

Last January, I joined TNC ecologist Joe Baustian on a trek through the project area. The mud seized my 

boots, which were borrowed and slightly too large; I nearly tumbled a few times into a face-full of cold 

swamp muck. Baustian was a far more experienced swamp-walker, but even he moved slowly, especially 

when the water reached our hips. At one point, the skeletal tower of a cypress tree rose before us, spared by 

the loggers a century ago because it was already hollow. Thirty feet up, there was a hole, carved out by a 

woodpecker — perhaps an ivory-billed, Baustian said, a species that is now presumed extinct. 

While Baustian navigated — consulting an iPad hanging from his neck — I assisted by carrying a heavy 2-

foot cylinder: a sonde, a specially designed probe that, once inserted into a vertical frame, would track the 

water’s temperature, turbidity, and oxygen content. This will supply baseline data. More than six years after 

TNC first announced its purchase, no engineering work had begun. The state was waiting on the Army Corps 

to approve the permits. Baustian speculated that the agency might be stalling, worried it’d get sued for the 

project. He noted that one man, in particular, was likely to object to the permits: Dean Wilson, known as the 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, often viewed as a hero of these swamps. 

 

 

 

Dean Wilson was 24 years old when he first arrived on the Atchafalaya River in 1984, a young 

adventurer en route to a vaguely planned Amazonian expedition. Wilson had grown up on the balmy 

coast of Spain, and his plan in Louisiana was to acclimate to humidity and mosquitoes. He looked at a map 

and picked an empty-looking patch of green. Then, armed with a bow and arrow, a spear, a few fishing hooks, 

and a canoe, he lived in a tent for four months.  

He ate nutria and catfish and squirrel. He watched egrets lift like angels into the pale blue sky. He found 

himself amid the largest freshwater wetland ecosystem in the United States. Wilson lost his interest in the 

Amazon. He stayed, and taught himself to crawfish, which became his livelihood for 16 years. This was one 

benefit of the spillway: The levees all but guaranteed high water each year, a key ingredient for a bumper crop 

of these crustaceans. 

Commercial crawfishing is a relatively new industry in the U.S. Until the 1930s, there was no way to keep the 

crustaceans alive long enough to ship them to restaurants. But highways and refrigeration changed the 
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calculus. By the 1960s, crawfishing had become so central to the Atchafalaya economy that during the high 

season, swampers like Roy Blanchard did little else. 

It’s a sometimes fraught business. Blanchard told me that when the river rises, crawfishermen can go 

anywhere that’s flooded. (“After a flood, there’s no law.”) Louisiana case law disagrees, but for years, so long 

as they didn’t fell any timber, landowners seemed not to care where swampers fished. By the 1970s, as 

the public-purchase feud grew heated, no-trespassing signs were coming up. So in the 1980s, as Wilson 

settled into crawfishing, his peers began to organize, launching the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association 

West, a group that fights in court for access rights on the water. 

Wilson, too, grew concerned about access, and about what landowners were doing to this landscape. New 

pipelines kept appearing, creating new spoil banks. Timber companies sold off ancient, gnarled cypresses, 

which were shredded into garden mulch. He eventually joined the Sierra Club, and then, in 2004, founded the 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, or ABK — a local outpost of an international network focused on protecting 

waterways. His work involves staking out mulch plants and tailing logging trucks and flying over the 

Atchafalaya Basin to monitor forest destruction. If the problems can’t be resolved through the usual channels, 

ABK takes the culprits to court. 

In February, a few weeks after my travels with Baustian, I joined Wilson and his staff on a patrol in his 

bateau. He stood at the front of the boat, shirtless, in jeans and cowboy boots, while his German Shepherd, 

Tanka, scuttled back and forth beneath the seats, pausing sometimes to bark at the passing waves. We 

were joined by the ABK development director, Monica Fisher, as well as an intern, Ellie Sovcik, and a 

volunteer photographer named Preston Holm. Wilson pointed out scrubby willow trees and flares of 

buttonbush that lined the narrow channels. These, he said, were growing on the newly accumulated 

mudbanks. They are nothing like the majesty of the old cypress swamps. 

The real concern was a site that Wilson and this team had visited a few weeks earlier. A recently completed 

Army Corps project had resulted in a small rivulet of water trickling over the banks of the Atchafalaya River. 

The river was rising; Wilson was worried that the increased flow might bust a hole in the bank. 

As we pulled close to the site, a hush descended over the team. “Holy fuck,” Holm said, half under his breath, 

and then apologized for the expletive. It fit the mood of the boat, though. Where there had been land a few 

weeks ago, there was now the mouth of a new bayou, pouring muddy water into the backswamps. 

“Unbelievable,” Wilson said, though he quickly corrected himself. This is just what he expected to happen. 

It’s less unbelievable than it is unconscionable. 
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As Holm launched a drone to document the damage, Wilson smoked a cigarette on the bank of the 

river and explained the conspiracy he sees unfolding in the basin. The landowners, he told me, are 

working behind the scenes to convince the state to reengineer the swamps so as to build new land. “They say 

‘water quality,’” he tells me. “They always use the same excuse — water quality.” 

Here, again, is the paradox of water flow. From the 1950s through the 1970s, the coalition fighting to save the 

Atchafalaya included recreational fishermen and environmentalists — people who wanted flowing water. 

Wilson and his team, meanwhile, believe river water must be kept out of the swamps as much as possible. 

Sure, this will yield stagnant water, but low-quality water is better than no water at all. Wilson often points to 

a 1979 EPA report that suggested that, for the sake of both flood control and ecosystem health, river sediment 

should be confined as much as possible to the main river channel. 

The implications are not just ecological implications; they’re economic. Water law, and Louisiana water law 

in particular, is an ornate tangle of tests and rules and classifications. Whether a water body is considered a 

stream or a lake, for example — not always a clear distinction in the Atchafalaya Basin — can determine 

whether the banks are public or private property. One thing is clear, at least: All of the waterways that were 

navigable when Louisiana became a state in 1812 are considered public property. The trouble, though, is that 

if these waterways fill with mud, the newly built land becomes a part of the adjoining property. 

The fight over access in the Atchafalaya gets tense. In 2004, when a man named Jody Meche was frogging 

with his two sons in a lake, gunshots broke the water’s surface just a few feet from his boat. The shooter was 

a landowner who claimed the family was trespassing. Meche is the president of the Louisiana Crawfish 

Producers Association West, and currently serves on the Atchafalaya River Basin Restoration and 

Enhancement Task Force. He’s worked to keep access at the center of the conversation. (“I’m fighting for the 

public,” he said at the April meeting. “My rights are the rights of everybody.”) This kind of advocacy has led 

to more attacks, he says: His truck windows were smashed a few years ago, and a tire came off his boat trailer 

while he was driving on Interstate 10 around 2006. He believes a lug nut was intentionally loosened. 

The Nature Conservancy has publicly expressed its commitment to working alongside landowners, and has 

received funding from major corporations that own land in the basin, including Shell Oil. In Wilson’s eyes, 

this money taints the group. “They came in to support projects to fill swamps,” he said as we stood on the 

riverbank. (Full disclosure: While reporting earlier stories in the Atchafalaya Basin, I have twice accepted free 

lodging in a houseboat owned by TNC.) 
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Wilson considers the TNC-affiliated restoration proposal, known officially as the East Grand Lake Project, to 

be among the greatest threats to ever face the basin. Some spoil banks on the south end of the project will 

remain unnotched, and Dean worries that mud will be trapped here. This, he believes, threatens not only 

aquatic ecosystems and the last remnants of the longtime swamping culture, but also the safety of the entire 

region, since it fills up the spillway with more mud. ABK has written dense legalese letters to the Army Corps 

and to state agencies, explaining their opposition to the project. Baustian, though, indicated that this tract 

drains naturally already, which is why no new outlets were planned. 

The kind of government corruption that Wilson imagines has precedent in the Atchafalaya Basin. In 2005, an 

environmental project was completed within the spillway, on Bayou Postillion. More than a decade later, in 

an investigation prompted by a whistleblower, the state Legislative Auditor’s Office determined the project’s 

staff had conflicts of interest, given their relationships with landowners. The investigation found that the 

scope of the project had been altered for the sake of oil and gas companies, which wanted better access to 

the waterway so they could more easily drill. Don Haydel, who oversaw the state’s Atchafalaya restoration 

projects during the investigation, maintains that the work at Bayou Postillion was successful. Even now, the 

public has access to a bayou that, until the engineers intervened, was being filled. 

 

 

 

When Governor John Bel Edwards launched the Atchafalaya River Basin Restoration and 

Enhancement Task Force in late 2020, controversy erupted immediately. Wilson was unhappy that he 

had not been notified ahead of time, and along with three other nonprofits — the local branch of the Sierra 

Club, a regional advocacy group called Healthy Gulf, and the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association 

West — he sent a formal request to the governor asking to be included. 

The task force seats were doled out to leaders of various constituencies with an interest in the basin: the 

pipeline industry, for example; the river barge industry; the recreational and commercial fishing industries. 

Two seats were reserved for landowners and two for conservation groups. One of these latter seats was 

granted to Thomas Edgar Ashley, a friend of Wilson’s and a donor to ABK. That makes him a “member” of 

the organization, technically, but not an official representative. The two men remain close — we visited 

Ashley’s camp after surveying the crevasse along the river — but Wilson is nonetheless displeased. “Nobody, 

not even the governor, can tell Basinkeeper who is going to represent Basinkeeper,” Wilson said. “So we’re 

pretty pissed off. And the problem is, I probably know more — well, no, not probably — I know more about 

all the threats to the basin than anybody else on the planet.” 

The second conservation seat was granted to Karen Gautreaux, the state director for TNC — a group that, as 

Wilson notes, itself owns land and wants to work with landowners. “It’s like putting Exxon in charge to come 
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up with a solution to global warming,” he said. “You cannot do that.” (Gautreaux, in an interview, pointed out 

that land ownership and conservation are not mutually exclusive.) 

 

Rudy Sparks at his office in Patterson, Louisiana. Sparks is a landowner representative on the Atchafalaya 

River Basin Restoration and Enhancement Task Force and thinks the state has poorly managed the 

crawfishing industry. “The lake beds, they’ve now become swamp,” he says. “That horse is out of the barn.” 

Wilson has scored some victories. At the June task force meeting, an official announced that the Louisiana 

Coastal Protection and Restoration Authority, which serves as the local sponsor for the basin’s engineering, 

had pulled out of a water management unit project that ABK had long opposed, meaning it would not be built. 

The restoration authority also announced that it had paused its pursuit of a permit for the East Grand Lake 

project, the partnership with The Nature Conservancy. Conditions had changed in the basin — in particular, 

the riverbank breach I had visited with Wilson had changed the flow of water — and so the project needed 

further study. Wilson, though, remains concerned that the plans might be resumed at any moment, with no 

further input from the public. 

In August, the task force assembled a set of recommendations; the members had managed to find a few points 

of consensus. Everyone is worried about the accumulation of sediment near the mouth of the river, which 

creates a pinch point that causes flooding upstream. There is agreement, too, that the Atchafalaya deserves 
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more attention and more money. The task force wants the state to push Congress to fund more Army Corps 

studies of the basin, and for the agency to make restoration a priority here, alongside flood control. In terms of 

what restoration looks like, the task force wants to bring back the north-to-south sheet flow that has been 

inhibited by the pipeline spoil banks — though first a study needs to be completed to determine where the 

spoil banks even are. Deepwater habitat should be retained, too, by limiting the flow of sediment out of the 

river. Wilson told me he was excited by the final recommendations, though he remains concerned that ABK 

lacks a seat on the task force, which the CPRA hopes to continue to use for input on projects moving forward. 

Throughout the task force meetings, the key disagreement was over what the Atchafalaya Basin is — and 

what constitutes an ecological problem. Wilson’s key ally on the task force is Jody Meche, the president of 

the Louisiana Crawfish Producers Association West. He, like Wilson, does not want any river water flowing 

into the backswamps, and at meetings loudly and vehemently argues his case. Meche paints a picture of a 

once-watery wilderness that is quickly filling with mud. Meanwhile, Rudy Sparks, a landowner 

representative, describes formerly dry forests that are drowning in the rising water. The back-and-forth 

between these two men sometimes grows tense. 

Sparks is the vice president of Williams, Inc., a company that owns 85,000 acres across Louisiana, mostly 

concentrated within the southern spillway. F.B. Williams, the company’s founder, went into the timber 

business in 1872; by the early 1900s, he operated one of the country’s largest sawmills. In 1928, his company 

announced that the cypress swamps were exhausted; the sawmill closed. The company was saved by the 

discovery of oil and gas on the former cypress lands in the 1930s. 

Sparks and I chatted over lunch after the June task force meeting. His frustration with the crawfishing 

industry was clear. He thinks the industry has been poorly managed — that populations have crashed because 

of overfishing. “They want no seasons, they want no mesh-size limits, they want no regulations,” he told me. 

“You can’t do that to any resource.” He wants the state to create a better plan, and he wants to be paid for 

crawfish that are taken on his land. Despite the law, crawfishermen still go wherever they want. “It’s our 

property,” he said. “We pay property tax on it. Go to the courthouse — there’s the paperwork, we own it. If 

somebody gets hurt out there, who are they going to sue? They ain’t going to sue another fisherman.” 

The disagreement really comes down to which part of the landscape each man cares about. Sparks 

acknowledges that mud is filling in old lakes. “The lake beds, they’ve now become swamp,” he said. “That 

horse is out of the barn.” But he is not a fisherman; he is a forester, focused on the high ridges of land that 

once ran along the bayous. These were covered with live oaks, he said, and then, below the ridges, on the 

edge of the swamps, there were breaks of overcup oak and bitter pecan. Then, finally, came the low-lying 

cypress woods. “It was magnificent,” he said. 

Now the trees are dying, choked by the high water. “[There’s] no natural regeneration. We’re not going to 

have any natural regeneration. So all that area is going to revert to open water,” Sparks said. This is the 

modern Atchafalaya: at once too much mud and too much water. 

The task force has endorsed an idea that Sparks proposed: use the sediment to our advantage, piling it on the 

existing uplands to keep them above water. It would be just as possible, Sparks acknowledges, to make the 

basin one giant crawfish pond. “We can go either direction,” he said. “We’ve got total control over it.” Then, 

quickly, he corrected himself: Mother Nature might answer all these questions herself. 
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This brings us to what is perhaps the most famous fact of the Atchafalaya Basin: It’s where the 

Mississippi River wants to flow. The Mississippi builds a delta at its mouth, dumping out the dirt it carries 

— thereby creating an ever longer path for itself, one that is increasingly inefficient. Every thousand years or 

so, the river “avulses,” as geologists put it, finding some weak point in the terrain where it can push through 

to claim a shorter path. 

This is the geological process that created the Atchafalaya Basin; its surrounding ridges are the remnants of 

old, abandoned routes to the sea. The river has been making such jumps for 12,000 years now. Then, three 

centuries ago, we began to build New Orleans — and later added highways and suburbs and pipelines and 

ports. If the Mississippi jumps again, all this will sit along a tiny, brackish creek, without the supply of fresh 

water the city needs for its power and industrial facilities, or for its citizens to drink. (The flood of water down 

the Atchafalaya, meanwhile, would bury its swamps under 20 feet of silt.) 

As early as the 1810s, when engineers first discussed removing the driftwood from the Atchafalaya’s mouth, 

they expressed fears of impending avulsion. If the Atchafalaya grew bigger, it might capture the Mississippi’s 

flow, becoming the master stream. But no one conducted a comprehensive geological investigation of the 

Mississippi River’s valley until 1941, when the spillway was nearly complete. 

That study, conducted by Harold Fisk, remains a classic; its multicolored maps tracking the river’s wandering 

history double as psychedelic art. By the time he was done, Fisk was worried about the Atchafalaya. In the 

1880s, the river had pulled less than 10% of the water out of the Mississippi. By the 1940s, the Atchafalaya 

was seizing a quarter of the bigger river’s flow. A subsequent report determined that if the problem was 

not solved, somehow, by the end of the 1950s, it might be too late to prevent the Atchafalaya from “pirating” 

the Mississippi entirely. 

The Army Corps scrambled to build what I think of as a giant thumbtack: a wall of steel and concrete that 

regulates the flow of water between the rivers. The thing is nearly 600 feet long and wide enough to 

accommodate a two-lane highway; as you drive across, gantry cranes, used to pull open the 11 gates, loom 

above your car. Steel beams, driven 90 feet into the mud below the river, help rivet the wall in place; concrete 

wing walls flare from its edges, channeling the water through the gates. Another wall, six times longer, sits 

just upstream to ensure that even when the river rises out of its banks, the flow can be controlled. By 1963, 

construction on the complex — known as the Old River Control Structure — was complete. The rivers were 

frozen into place. Each day, the gates are raised or lowered, ensuring that 70% of the upstream water stays in 

the Mississippi, while 30% flows down into the Atchafalaya and its swamps. 
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Sometimes, when I’m traveling these bayous, I get a tingling sense that I’ve entered an alternate dimension, a 

place that would not exist but for the intervention of our godlike engineers. But is there anywhere on Earth 

left, really, where this is not the case? 

 

A pessimist might see the Atchafalaya as a story of human hubris still awaiting its comeuppance. The Old 

River Control Structure will fail; the river will have its way. This nearly happened in 1973, when a massive 

flood began to dredge a hole in the mud beneath the gates; one of the wing walls was torn completely free. 

The thumbtack survived, but it was so thoroughly damaged that the Army Corps had to add one more set of 

gates, known as the auxiliary structure, to the complex. Now the Mississippi’s bed is rising just 

downstream of Old River; for some reason, more mud is settling here. That makes the Atchafalaya an all the 

more tempting path. 

One solution might be to reengineer the control structure so more mud runs down the floodway, keeping the 

Mississippi relatively mud-free. Doing so would further fill the backswamps, reducing the 

floodway’s capacity even further. One catastrophe or another: Such seems to be our choice on the modern 

Mississippi. 

Any change to this infrastructure is years away. The Army Corps is not even sure how much mud currently 

runs down the Atchafalaya; this is one of many questions currently being researched by the agency. (Another: 
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whether the original control gates, now more than 60 years old, can still perform as needed.) The Army Corps 

has two major studies underway about the Atchafalaya that, once completed, will inform a third report — 

which is where recommendations about changes to the system might finally appear. The Nature Conservancy, 

meanwhile, is working with the Corps to determine whether small tweaks to the flow through the control 

structures might improve the basin’s ecology. “We’ve got a lot going on,” Ricky Boyett, a spokesperson for 

the agency’s New Orleans district, told me. “It’s all making sure we can pass what we’re facing now — but 

also that we have a system that can continue to manage this water in the future.” 

Journalists like to invoke the Atchafalaya River and its control structures as a symbol of the human fight 

against nature. I’m not sure, though, that what we’re controlling here is nature, really. Engineers began to 

rework this river nearly 200 years ago — clearing out plugs of driftwood and reshaping the channels of 

the Mississippi upstream. Thus the Atchafalaya grew bigger. Then the engineers added pumps and floodgates 

and concrete control walls. They’ve sent out fleets of dredge boats to alter the shape of the Atchafalaya’s own 

channels. They’ve frozen some geological processes; others have been sent into hyperdrive. So what is 

natural? It’s impossible to say, at least here. 

The first people to live in these swamps knew it was a place of constant change. They expected to move at 

times to accommodate its flow. Now modern scientists are finally catching up to this idea: Ecosystems are 

dynamic. Restoration, then, is always arbitrary. We have to decide what conditions to restore. The fight in the 

Atchafalaya is not against nature, but among humans who disagree about what to build next. 

When I visited the Blanchards, while we waited on our frog legs, I asked Roy if he thought the basin might be 

saved yet, or if it was just a place where people would fish for however many years remained before 

the swamps were filled. “That’s about it,” he said. It’s too late to rebuild what he knew. 

I wondered if that made him sad. “It’s more than sad,” he told me. But he noted that his father, Wilmer 

Blanchard Sr., was sad before him. “Son, you never saw beautiful country,” the older man, born in 1910, used 

to say. Wilmer had known the basin in its golden days, before the spillway — a place of narrow coulees and 

winding bayous and big oak trees. Eventually, he refused to even cross over the levees with Roy. Back then, 

Roy was incredulous. He was making good money catching crawfish. He was having fun. How could the 

place be ruined? 

Roy leaned back in his chair, recalling his old way of thinking, and chuckled — tickled, apparently, by the 

way he used to think. He’s come around to his father’s view. 

His laugh sounded less mournful, really, than accepting. He’s not on the task force. He’s a retired fisherman. 

He can afford to contemplate the inevitable truth: The mud will come, as it always has. He once had a water 

well dug on his property, he told me, and the drill turned up cypress shavings 180 feet down — remnants of 

ancient forests, long ago buried. That’s how much sediment has accumulated over the past few thousand 

years. “Just think of what’s down there,” Annie said, as she joined the conversation. A dinosaur, maybe, she 

suggested. A different landscape, certainly. “There’s changes all the time,” she told us. “We’re just here for a 

little while.” 

“Atchafalaya Mud” is available in Issue No. 2 of The Bitter Southerner magazine. 

https://bsgeneralstore.com/products/bs-magazine-issue-no-2
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Boyce Upholt is a freelance writer living in New Orleans. He won the 2019 James Beard Award for 

investigative journalism, and his work has been noted in the Best American Science and Nature Writing 

series. Follow Boyce's work at www.boyceupholt.com or on Instagram @boyceu. 

 

Rory Doyle is a working photographer based in Cleveland, Mississippi, in the rural Mississippi Delta. Born 

and raised in Maine, Doyle studied journalism at St. Michael’s College in Colchester, Vermont. In 2009, he 

moved to Mississippi to pursue a master’s degree at Delta State University. Doyle has remained committed to 

photographing Mississippi and the South, with a particular focus on sharing stories from the Delta. 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/atchafalaya-

mud?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=d2e1daa547-

2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-

92223085&ct=t(2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD)&goal=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-

92223085&mc_cid=d2e1daa547&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff 
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https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/atchafalaya-mud?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=d2e1daa547-2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&ct=t(2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD)&goal=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&mc_cid=d2e1daa547&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/atchafalaya-mud?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=d2e1daa547-2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&ct=t(2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD)&goal=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&mc_cid=d2e1daa547&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/atchafalaya-mud?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=d2e1daa547-2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&ct=t(2022_01_04_ATCHAFALAYA_MUD)&goal=0_8269ec3593-d2e1daa547-92223085&mc_cid=d2e1daa547&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
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amera the size of a salt grain captures clear, full color images 

New neural nano-optics technology can be produced on the scale of a microchip 

 
 

Neural nano-optics technology produces clear, full color images. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 4, 2022 

The effectiveness of micro-sized cameras in capturing images used in medical diagnostics and robotic sensors 

has been hindered by technology that produces distorted images with a limited field of view. Now, 

researchers at Princeton University and the University of Washington, partially funded by the U.S. National 

Science Foundation, have developed a camera the size of a grain of coarse salt -- just half a millimeter wide -- 

that captures clear, full-color images. 

The neural nano-optics system could be used for minimally invasive medical imaging procedures; to improve 

imaging for robots with size and weight constraints; and to turn surfaces into high-resolution cameras. The 

researchers published the results in Nature Communications. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304149&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.eurekalert.org/news-releases/936217
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1825308
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1825308
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-26443-0
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The neural nano-optics system has more than one million cylindrical posts that function as optical antennae. 

The technology integrates optical surface design and signal processing algorithms to produce an image and 

can be manufactured on the same scale as a microchip. Previous technology required a laboratory or ideal 

conditions to produce high-quality images. 

"We could turn individual surfaces into cameras that have ultra-high resolution, so you wouldn't need three 

cameras on the back of your phone anymore, but the whole back of your phone would become one giant 

camera," said study senior author Felix Heide of Princeton. 

The researchers are adding more computational abilities to the camera, improving image quality and adding 

capabilities for object detection and other sensing functions relevant to medicine and robotics. 

Andrew Wells, a program director in NSF's Directorate for Engineering, added, "Fundamental research in the 

use of artificial intelligence methods to create and resolve images from nontraditional optics has allowed these 

investigators to build image sensors with resolution comparable to that of much bulkier cameras. NSF fosters 

such multidisciplinary studies at the convergence of computer science, electronics and manufacturing." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304149&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304149&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304149&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Orpheus 

by W. D. Snodgrass 

Issue no. 14 (Autumn 1956) 

Stone lips to the unspoken cave; 

Fingering the nervous strings, alone, 

I crossed that grey sill, raised my head 

To lift my song into the grave 

Meanders of unfolding stone‚ 

Following where the echo led 

Down blind alleys of our dead. 

Down the forbidden, backward street 

To the lower town, condemned, asleep 

In blank remembering mazes where 

Smoke rose, the ashes hid my feet 

And slow walls crumpled, settling deep 

In rubble of the central square. 

All ruin I could sound was there. 

At the charred rail and windowsill. 

Widows hunched in fusty shawls, 

This only once the Furies wept; 

The watchdog turned to hear me till 

Head by head forgot its howls‚ 

Loosed the torn images it kept‚ 

Let sag its sore jaws and slept. 

Then to my singing’s radius 

Seethed faces like a pauper’s crowd 

Or flies of an old injury. 

The piteous dead who lived on us 

Whined in my air, anarchic, loud 

Till my soft voice that set them free‚ 

Lost in this grievous enemy‚ 

Rose up and laid them in low slumbers; 

I meant to see in them what dark 

Powers be, what eminent plotters. 

Midmost their hushed, downcast numbers 

Starved Tantalus stood upright, stark, 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=49192d08b1&e=d538c8f2e0
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Waistdeep where the declining waters 

Swelled their tides, where Danaus’ daughters 

Dropped in full surf their unfilled tub; 

Now leaned against his rolling stone 

Slept Sisyphus beneath the hill; 

That screaming half-beast, strapped to the hub‚ 

Whom Juno’s animal mist had known,  

Ixion’s wheel creaked and was still. 

I held all hell to hear my will: 

“Powers of the Underworld, who rule 

All higher powers by graft or debt‚ 

Within whose mortgage all men live: 

No spy, no shining power’s fool, 

I think in the unthought worlds to get 

The light you only freely give 

Who are all bright worlds’ negative. 

You gave wink in an undue crime 

To lovestrong even here, they say. 

I sing, as the blind beggars sing‚ 

To ask of you this little time 

All lives foreclose in their due day 

That flowered bride cut down in Spring, 

Struck by the snake, your underling.” 

In one long avenue she was 

Wandering toward me, vague, uncertain. 

Limping a little still, the hair 

And garments tenuous as gauze 

And drifting loose like a white curtain 

Vacillating in black night air 

That holds white lilacs, God knows where. 

“Close your eyes,” said the inner ear; 

“As night lookouts learn not to see 

Ahead but only off one side‚ 

As the eye’s sight is never clear 

But blind, dead center, you must be 
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Content; look not upon your bride 

Till day’s light lift her eyelids wide.” 

I turned my back to her, set out 

My own way back and let her follow 

Like some curious albino beast 

That prowls the areas of drought‚ 

Lured past the town’s slack doors and hollow 

Walls, the stream-bed lost in mist. 

That breathless long chmb, with no least 

Doubt she must track me close behind; 

As the actual scent of flesh, she must 

Trail my voice unquestioning where. 

Yet where the dawn first edged my mind 

In one white flashing of mistrust 

I turned and she, she was not there. 

My hands closed upon high, thin air. 

It was the nature of the thing: 

No moon outlives its leaving night‚ 

No sun its day. And I went on 

Rich in the loss of all I sing 

To the threshold of waking light, 

To larksong and the live, grey dawn. 

So, night by night, my life has gone. 

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

• “The Campus on the Hill” by W. D. Snodgrass, born on this day in 1926, from issue no. 18 

(Spring 1958)? Or his Art of Poetry interview from issue no. 130 (Spring 1994)? 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=49192d08b1&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=f0fc660d98&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e64a5b0251&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=49192d08b1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=49192d08b1&e=d538c8f2e0
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New holographic camera sees the unseen with high precision 

High-resolution camera can see around corners and through scattering media 

 
 

A setup of one of the holographic camera prototypes in the laboratory. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

December 7, 2021 

Researchers at Northwestern University have invented a new high-resolution camera that can see the unseen -

- including around corners and through scattering media, such as skin, fog or potentially even the human 

skull. 

Called synthetic wavelength holography, the new method works by indirectly scattering coherent light onto 

hidden objects, which then scatters again and travels back to a camera. From there, an algorithm reconstructs 

the scattered light signal to reveal the hidden objects. Due to its high temporal resolution, the method also has 

potential to image fast-moving objects, such as a beating heart through a chest or speeding cars around a street 

corner. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-supported study was published in the journal Nature Communications. 

“Computational photography is an exciting research area that can enhance the capabilities of computer 

vision,” said Jie Yang, a program director in NSF’s Division of Information and Intelligent Systems. “This 

camera enables new capabilities for many applications in, for example, autonomous driving, environmental 

monitoring and smart health.” 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304047&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.northwestern.edu/stories/2021/11/new-holographic-camera-sees-the-unseen-with-high-precision/
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1453192&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-021-26776-w
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The relatively new research field of imaging objects behind occlusions or scattering media is called non-line-

of-sight, or NLoS, imaging. Compared to related NLoS imaging technologies, the new method can rapidly 

capture full-field images of large areas with submillimeter precision. With this level of resolution, the 

computational camera could potentially image through the skin to see even the tiniest capillaries at work. 

While the method has obvious potential for noninvasive medical imaging, early-warning navigation systems 

for automobiles and industrial inspection in tightly confined spaces, the researchers believe the potential 

applications are endless.  

“Our technology will usher in a new wave of imaging capabilities,” said Northwestern’s Florian Willomitzer, 

first author of the study. “Our current sensor prototypes use visible or infrared light, but the principle is 

universal and could be extended to other wavelengths. For example, the same method could be applied to 

radio waves for space exploration or underwater acoustic imaging. We have only scratched the surface.” 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304047&from=news&org=NSF&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304047&from=news&org=NSF&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?cntn_id=304047&from=news&org=NSF&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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VIA JUST THE RIGHT BOOK 

Sarah Ruhl: Why We Should Love Imperfection and Asymmetry 

On Just the Right Book with Roxanne Coady 

By Just the Right Book  

 

January 13, 2022 

In this episode of Just the Right Book with Roxanne Coady, Sarah Ruhl joins Roxanne Coady to discuss her 

new book, Smile: The Story of a Face, out now from Simon & Schuster. 

Subscribe and download the episode, wherever you get your podcasts! 

From the episode:  

Sarah Ruhl: Unfortunately, with Bell’s palsy, you’re still not getting a whole range of expression on the side 

that’s paralyzed. So for instance, raising your eyebrows. If I raise my eyebrows, you know, I can do it much 

more on one side than the other. Eyebrows are so crucial in mirroring someone else’s expression or showing 

interest, or curiosity by furrowing your brow. 

https://www.rjjulia.com/
https://lithub.com/author/justtherightbookwithroxannecoady/
https://www.rjjulia.com/book/9781982150945
https://link.chtbl.com/JVaq_5Jj
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I realized later I was looking for some old pictures and videos of [my children] the twins. I was so worried at 

the time that they wouldn’t feel my love and joy. But I realized later looking at these videos that my voice 

was communicating the love and the joy and the interest. You know that was still present. I do think there are 

ways we compensate with other senses and other abilities. 

[My daughter said]…Mom, I always thought of your face as kind of like a house, a beautiful house, and one 

day a wall suddenly fell down. You kept trying to rebuild it brick by brick, and you couldn’t quite do it. All 

we saw when we looked at you was your face, which just was our house… our home. 

Writing about it, creating a narrative, creating a new story about it rather than the kind of story I’d been 

receiving from experts about my face was crucial. And I think even in the most literal sense, I got better 

because I was avoiding doing anything to help the face, partly because the neurologist I saw said it wouldn’t 

help. But in the course of writing the book, I thought, I’ll try anything that won’t hurt. I’ll just investigate. 

And it turned out physical therapy helped me a great deal, and I didn’t even start it until I was writing the 

book as kind of part of the investigation. 

I think, in my case, the lack of hope given to me by my neurologist was not helpful, and made me feel like he 

was in control of the narrative, and he was sort of saying nothing you do will help…. it made me feel…as 

though I had no agency. So I think for me, it wouldn’t have been helpful early on for someone to say, there’s 

nothing you can do. Just accept, just accept this as it is. And it wasn’t true. I did get gradually better. 

I think for me, acupuncture and physical therapy probably helped the most. 

I looked [on the internet] and I remember seeing something called mime therapy for Bell’s Palsy developed 

by someone in the Netherlands. And I thought, Oh, great mime therapy! You know, if someone had told me 

there was mime therapy as a theater person, I would have ran to the nearest mime and asked, 

How do we manage not to let the externality measure our self-worth? 

The face is not the sole [mirror] of our actions. Nor is the body, exactly. I think there’s this sort of in-between 

space that’s very curious between the face and others, between the face and our own emotions. And I think 

that when that’s hijacked, it’s quite disorienting, and as women who are so serious minded or interested in the 

life of the mind or interested in activism or feminism, we think we shouldn’t put any stock in how we look. 

I was reading a study about depression and Bell’s palsy, and apparently there is just no correlation directly 

between the degree of “disfigurement” and the degree of depression that people experience, which is similar 

to body dysmorphia, right? Like what your body actually looks like has nothing to do with how much you 

love or hate your body. 

I’ve always been really interested in the invisible world and in God and as a child, I would want to talk with 

my mother about God and who God was and how we were made. And I think theater is a kind of secular 

worship ritual. You know, God bless worship ritual, and I love ritual, and I love the questions about how to be 

a good human being on this Earth and how to use our time well. 
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I think the theater is just starting to think about motherhood and parenthood and its structures and think how it 

can be more supportive. 

I hope that the book is a comfort to people who are going through any kind of chronic illness, but also a bid 

for a love of imperfection and asymmetry in a world that insists we be symmetrical. 

________________________________ 

Sarah Ruhl is a playwright and writer of other things. Her fifteen plays include In the Next Room (or the 

Vibrator Play), The Clean House, and Eurydice. She has been a two-time Pulitzer Prize finalist, a Tony 

Award nominee, and the recipient of the MacArthur “genius” Fellowship. Her plays have been produced on- 

and off-Broadway, around the country, internationally, and have been translated into many languages. Her 

book 100 Essays I Don’t Have Time to Write was a New York Times Notable Book. Her other books 

include Letters from Max, with Max Ritvo, and 44 Poems for You. She has received the Steinberg Playwright 

Award, the Samuel French Award, Feminist Press Under 40 Award, the National Theater Conference Person 

of the Year Award, the Susan Smith Blackburn Prize, a Whiting Award, a Lily Award, and a PEN/Laura Pels 

International Foundation for Theater Award for mid-career playwrights. She teaches at the Yale School of 

Drama, and she lives in Brooklyn with her husband, Tony Charuvastra, who is a child psychiatrist, and her 

three children. You can read more about her work at SarahRuhlPlaywright.com. 

Roxanne Coady is owner of R.J. Julia, one of the leading independent booksellers in the United States, 

which—since 1990—has been a community resource not only for books, but for the exchange of ideas. In 

1998, Coady founded Read To Grow, which provides books for newborns and children and encourages 

parents to read to their children from birth. RTG has distributed over 1.5 million books. 

Just the Right BookLit Hub RadiopodcastsRoxanne CoadySarah RuhlSmile 

 

 

Just the Right Book 

Just the Right Book is a podcast hosted by Roxanne Coady, owner of famous independent bookstore R.J. Julia 

Booksellers in Madison, CT, that will help you discover new and note-worthy books in all genres, give you 

unique insights into your favorite authors, and bring you up to date with what’s happening in the literary 

world. 

https://lithub.com/sarah-ruhl-why-we-should-love-imperfection-and-asymmetry/ 

https://www.sarahruhlplaywright.com/
https://www.rjjulia.com/
https://readtogrow.org/
https://lithub.com/tag/just-the-right-book/
https://lithub.com/tag/lit-hub-radio/
https://lithub.com/tag/podcasts/
https://lithub.com/tag/roxanne-coady/
https://lithub.com/tag/sarah-ruhl/
https://lithub.com/tag/smile/
https://lithub.com/author/justtherightbookwithroxannecoady/
https://lithub.com/author/justtherightbookwithroxannecoady/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

136 

A Winter Piece 

by William Cullen Bryant 

 

A Winter Piece was published in Poems by William Cullen Bryant, published in 1854. 

 

Edvard Munch, Winter in the Woods, Nordstrand, 1899 

The time has been that these wild solitudes, 

Yet beautiful as wild, were trod by me 

Oftener than now; and when the ills of life 

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-cullen-bryant
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Had chafed my spirit—when the unsteady pulse 

Beat with strange flutterings—I would wander forth 

And seek the woods. The sunshine on my path 

Was to me as a friend. The swelling hills, 

The quiet dells retiring far between, 

With gentle invitation to explore 

Their windings, were a calm society 

That talked with me and soothed me. Then the chant 

Of birds, and chime of brooks, and soft caress 

Of the fresh sylvan air, made me forget 

The thoughts that broke my peace, and I began 

To gather simples by the fountain's brink, 

And lose myself in day-dreams. While I stood 

In nature's loneliness, I was with one 

With whom I early grew familiar, one 

Who never had a frown for me, whose voice 

Never rebuked me for the hours I stole 

From cares I loved not, but of which the world 

Deems highest, to converse with her. When shrieked 

The bleak November winds, and smote the woods, 

And the brown fields were herbless, and the shades, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

138 

That met above the merry rivulet, 

Were spoiled, I sought, I loved them still,—they seemed 

Like old companions in adversity. 

Still there was beauty in my walks; the brook, 

Bordered with sparkling frost-work, was as gay 

As with its fringe of summer flowers. Afar, 

The village with its spires, the path of streams, 

And dim receding valleys, hid before 

By interposing trees, lay visible 

Through the bare grove, and my familiar haunts 

Seemed new to me. Nor was I slow to come 

Among them, when the clouds, from their still skirts, 

Had shaken down on earth the feathery snow, 

And all was white. The pure keen air abroad, 

Albeit it breathed no scent of herb, nor heard 

Love-call of bird, nor merry hum of bee, 

Was not the air of death. Bright mosses crept 

Over the spotted trunks, and the close buds, 

That lay along the boughs, instinct with life, 

Patient, and waiting the soft breath of Spring, 

Feared not the piercing spirit of the North. 
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The snow-bird twittered on the beechen bough, 

And 'neath the hemlock, whose thick branches bent 

Beneath its bright cold burden, and kept dry 

A circle, on the earth, of withered leaves, 

The partridge found a shelter. Through the snow 

The rabbit sprang away. The lighter track 

Of fox, and the racoon's broad path, were there, 

Crossing each other. From his hollow tree, 

The squirrel was abroad, gathering the nuts 

Just fallen, that asked the winter cold and sway 

Of winter blast, to shake them from their hold. 

 

But Winter has yet brighter scenes,—he boasts 

Splendours beyond what gorgeous Summer knows; 

Or Autumn with his many fruits, and woods 

All flushed with many hues. Come when the rains 

Have glazed the snow, and clothed the trees with ice; 

While the slant sun of February pours 

Into the bowers a flood of light. Approach! 

The incrusted surface shall upbear thy steps, 

And the broad arching portals of the grove 
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Welcome thy entering. Look! the massy trunks 

Are cased in the pure crystal; each light spray, 

Nodding and tinkling in the breath of heaven, 

Is studded with its trembling water-drops, 

That stream with rainbow radiance as they move. 

But round the parent stem the long low boughs 

Bend, in a glittering ring, and arbours hide 

The glassy floor. Oh! you might deem the spot 

The spacious cavern of some virgin mine, 

Deep in the womb of earth—where the gems grow, 

And diamonds put forth radiant rods and bud 

With amethyst and topaz—and the place 

Lit up, most royally, with the pure beam 

That dwells in them. Or haply the vast hall 

Of fairy palace, that outlasts the night, 

And fades not in the glory of the sun;— 

Where crystal columns send forth slender shafts 

And crossing arches; and fantastic aisles 

Wind from the sight in brightness, and are lost 

Among the crowded pillars. Raise thine eye,— 

Thou seest no cavern roof, no palace vault; 
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There the blue sky and the white drifting cloud 

Look in. Again the wildered fancy dreams 

Of spouting fountains, frozen as they rose, 

And fixed, with all their branching jets, in air, 

And all their sluices sealed. All, all is light; 

Light without shade. But all shall pass away 

With the next sun. From numberless vast trunks, 

Loosened, the crashing ice shall make a sound 

Like the far roar of rivers, and the eve 

Shall close o'er the brown woods as it was wont. 

 

And it is pleasant, when the noisy streams 

Are just set free, and milder suns melt off 

The plashy snow, save only the firm drift 

In the deep glen or the close shade of pines,— 

'Tis pleasant to behold the wreaths of smoke 

Roll up among the maples of the hill, 

Where the shrill sound of youthful voices wakes 

The shriller echo, as the clear pure lymph, 

That from the wounded trees, in twinkling drops, 

Falls, mid the golden brightness of the morn, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 589  february  2022 

 

142 

Is gathered in with brimming pails, and oft, 

Wielded by sturdy hands, the stroke of axe 

Makes the woods ring. Along the quiet air, 

Come and float calmly off the soft light clouds, 

Such as you see in summer, and the winds 

Scarce stir the branches. Lodged in sunny cleft, 

Where the cold breezes come not, blooms alone 

The little wind-flower, whose just opened eye 

Is blue as the spring heaven it gazes at— 

Startling the loiterer in the naked groves 

With unexpected beauty, for the time 

Of blossoms and green leaves is yet afar. 

And ere it comes, the encountering winds shall oft 

Muster their wrath again, and rapid clouds 

Shade heaven, and bounding on the frozen earth 

Shall fall their volleyed stores rounded like hail, 

And white like snow, and the loud North again 

Shall buffet the vexed forest in his rage. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-cullen-bryant/poem/a-winter-piece 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/william-cullen-bryant/poem/a-winter-piece
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The surprisingly simple 'arithmetic' of smell 
 
Adding and subtracting certain neurons tells researchers whether a locust can smell an odor 

 
 
When ON neurons fire, a locust can smell an odor. OFF neurons fire once the smell goes away. 

• Credit and Larger Version 
 
January 27, 2022 
Smell a cup of coffee. 
Smell it inside or outside, summer or winter, in a coffee shop with a scone -- coffee smells like 
coffee. 
Why don't other smells or different environmental factors get in the way of the experience of 
smelling individual odors? Researchers at Washington University in St. Louis turned to the locust 
to find out. 
What they found was surprisingly simple, according to Barani Raman, a biomedical engineer, and 
colleagues. The results were published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences. 
The U.S. National Science Foundation-funded scientists have been studying locusts for years, 
watching their brains and their behaviors related to smell in an attempt to engineer bomb-sniffing 
locusts. Along the way, they've made substantial gains understanding the mechanisms of smell. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304310&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://source.wustl.edu/2022/01/the-surprisingly-simple-arithmetic-of-smell/
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/119/2/e2023340118
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/119/2/e2023340118
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1453022&HistoricalAwards=false
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"This research helps us understand how odors can be perceived in the real world, and also how 
these complex patterns of neural responses map to a really simple decoding scheme," said 
Kenneth Whang, a program director in NSF's Division of Information and Intelligent Systems. 
To understand how a locust can consistently recognize smells regardless of context, locusts were 
trained to associate an odor with food, their preference being a blade of grass. After a day without 
food, a locust was exposed to a puff of odor, then given a blade of grass. 
In as few as six such presentations, the locust learned to open its palps, sensory appendages close 
to the mouth, in expectation of a snack after simply smelling the training odorant. Just like 
recognizing the smell of coffee, the trained locust could recognize the odor and did not let other 
factors get in the way. 
At this point, researchers began looking at which neurons were firing when the locust was exposed 
to the odor under different conditions, including in conjunction with other smells, in humid or dry 
conditions, when they were starved or fully fed, trained or untrained and for different amounts of 
time.   
Under these different circumstances, the scientists saw inconsistent patterns of neurons activated 
even though the locust palps opened every time. These results have much to tell us about the 
complex patterns of neural responses in animals, the researchers say. 
--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 
 
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304310&utm_me
dium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 
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Coastal ecosystem being destabilized by climate change 
 
How plants, animals and other life forms respond to a warming planet is critical to human 
welfare 

 
 
Scientists study the intertidal zone along Oregon shores. 

• Credit and Larger Version 
 
January 27, 2022 
Ecological communities on the Oregon coast are being subtly destabilized by the pressures of 
climate change despite giving an appearance of stress resistance, new research by Oregon State 
University scientists shows. 
The findings are important because assessing and understanding how plants, animals and other 
life forms respond to a warming planet is critical to human welfare, lead author Bruce Menge said. 
The study, supported in part by the U.S. National Science Foundation and published in Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences, shows that ecological communities in Oregon's rocky 
intertidal zone have grown less stable for at least a decade, though their structure -- the organisms 
that comprise them -- has basically stayed the same. 
"Through data collection on natural communities over long periods of time, this research has 
demonstrated that these rocky intertidal areas have a lowered capacity to bounce back from 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304311&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://today.oregonstate.edu/news/coastal-ecosystem-being-destabilized-climate-change-oregon-state-research-shows
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://today.oregonstate.edu/news/coastal-ecosystem-being-destabilized-climate-change-oregon-state-research-shows
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2050017&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/119/3/e2114257119
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.pnas.org/content/119/3/e2114257119
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disturbances, which will have major implications for management of natural areas under climate 
change," said Betsy Von Holle, a program director in NSF's Division of Environmental Biology. 
The community destabilization arises from decreasing resilience -- the ability to bounce back from 
disturbance. The findings suggest other ecological communities around the globe that project a 
look of stability wouldn't appear that way upon close inspection of how their member organisms 
collectively react in the face of disruption. 
"Climate change is threatening to destabilize ecological communities," said Menge, who has been 
conducting research on the coast for four decades. "A possibility is that they'll stop being 
persistently occupied." 
The research doesn't necessarily indicate that the iconic rocky regions of Oregon's shoreline are 
nearing an ecological tipping point where sudden, often irreversible ecosystem changes happen, 
the scientists said. But the findings aren't good news, either. 
"On land, extreme wildfires illustrate how gradual changes in temperature or rainfall can 
eventually lead to catastrophic events," Menge said. "In the ocean environment, novel 
occurrences like marine heatwaves and disease epidemics are the new and acute threats being 
added to the gradual increases in water temperature and ocean acidification commonly associated 
with climate change." 
The scientists said that although it’s difficult to predict exactly when a sudden ecosystem change 
will happen, systems nearing the brink may send out warning signals. Increasing variability of 
community structure is believed to be one sign, and another is a system recovering more and 
more slowly from small perturbations. 
--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 
 
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304311&utm_me
dium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 
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Teaching has always been hard, but it’s never been like this’ – elementary school teachers talk 
about managing their classrooms during a pandemic 
January 26, 2022 1.28pm GMT 
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Joy Harrison, a second grade teacher in Oakland, California, helps a student. Santiago Mejia/San 
Francisco Chronicle via AP 
As the omicron wave spikes across the United States, K-12 education is one of many systems 
buckling under the weight of expanding needs. Recent headlines highlight staff and busing 
shortages, parental anxieties about both in-person and distance schooling and disputes between 
unions and districts. Yet teachers’ experiences in their classrooms can be overlooked in these 
conversations. 
As part of our research into teaching, since March 2020, we have been following the experiences 
of a group of elementary school teachers in one suburban school district in the Midwest. 
We’ve seen variations in teachers’ experiences and well-being over the course of the pandemic, 
yet our research suggests their situation continues to be incredibly challenging. 
In January 2022 – halfway through the school year that was supposed to be a return to normal – 
teachers tell us they are barely hanging on. 
Our mission is to share knowledge and inform decisions. 
About us 
‘Trying to make up for the great divide’ 
Teachers tell us they are more worried about student learning than ever before, and their job 
duties keep expanding while resources dwindle. 

https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/CaliforniaJobs/ef38ebcaf3f1443ba75c1518f0a18662/photo
https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/CaliforniaJobs/ef38ebcaf3f1443ba75c1518f0a18662/photo
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/school-staff-shortages-bus/2021/12/03/05b88a0e-4cab-11ec-a1b9-9f12bd39487a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/school-staff-shortages-bus/2021/12/03/05b88a0e-4cab-11ec-a1b9-9f12bd39487a_story.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/04/us/school-closing-omicron-covid.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/08/world/chicago-shools-teachers-union-lightfoot.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/08/world/chicago-shools-teachers-union-lightfoot.html
https://scholar.google.com/citations?hl=en&user=ac0O7OcAAAAJ
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=y_g0H1cAAAAJ&hl=en&oi=ao
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/opinion-teachers-are-caring-more-than-ever-here-are-4-ways-to-care-for-them/2020/07
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/2021/10/18/teachers-resign-pandemic/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/2021/10/18/teachers-resign-pandemic/
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Struggling with the omicron surge, many previously hopeful teachers describe being 
utterly overwhelmed, overworked and exhausted. 
Now in their third disrupted school year, students in the same grade have even more widely varied 
academic achievement levels than usual. 
Elementary school teachers in our study report needing to address up to nine different academic 
levels in a single classroom, when they may address two to three in a typical year. Yet they tell us 
they are not getting the time, support or resources to develop appropriately different lessons. 
Teachers are constantly having to figure out how to teach material in appropriate sequences while 
accommodating student absences. One teacher told us, “It’s just hard when students are gone and 
I don’t know how much new content to teach when they’re away, and how to get them caught up 
afterwards.” 
Teachers say learning gaps, already wide before the 2021-2022 school year, are expanding even 
further. 
‘It’s actually a nightmare right now’ 
Beyond academics, teachers report having to reteach basic school readiness skills, such as raising 
hands, standing in line and taking turns. 
Rachel, a fifth grade teacher in our study, described the challenges as follows: “It feels like the 
beginning of the year. So many unexpected behaviors and responses to redirection. I see a lot of 
social gaps – not knowing how to cooperate and problem-solve. Self-control needs to be 
retaught.” 
Teachers say serious behavior issues like emotional dysregulation, disruption and defiance are 
more common than they used to be. Even in historically calm schools, physical fights and verbal 
outbursts are becoming routine. One teacher shared with us that a student spit in her eye right 
after returning from winter break. The next day, that student tested positive for COVID-19. 
Teachers are thus forced to spend time restoring order before they can teach. One said, “I realize 
that so little of my day is spent on true, high-quality instruction.” 
Worries about students’ mental health keep teachers up at night. They tell us they see more kids 
than ever who are anxious, depressed and despondent, and suicidal thoughts are appearing at 
younger ages. Katie, a first grade teacher, shared with us: “There are many kids whose families 
face issues of food scarcity, job challenges, family relationships that are unstable, several who 
have suffered losses.” 
 

https://www.opb.org/article/2021/11/15/portland-teachers-are-at-a-breaking-point-say-the-results-of-a-recent-survey/
https://www.wcia.com/news/ive-never-seen-teachers-just-so-done-extra-workload-pushing-teachers-to-exhaustion/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/schools-see-big-drop-in-attendance-as-students-stay-away-citing-covid-19-11641988802
https://www.wsj.com/articles/schools-see-big-drop-in-attendance-as-students-stay-away-citing-covid-19-11641988802
https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2021/minnesotas-education-system-shows-persistent-opportunity-gaps-by-race
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-learning-loss-disparities-grow-and-students-need-help
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-learning-loss-disparities-grow-and-students-need-help
https://hechingerreport.org/two-ways-schools-can-ease-covid-19s-trauma-for-students-and-one-for-teachers/
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2021/10/26/schools-violence-teachers-guns-fights/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2021/11/08/covid-harmed-kids-mental-health-and-schools-are-feeling-it
https://www.minnpost.com/community-voices/2020/05/teachers-point-to-ways-minnesota-can-build-back-better/
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A kindergarten teacher in Nashville interacts with her students. AP Photo/John Partipilo 
‘Our systems cannot support this reality’ 
In the face of mounting crises, teachers would typically partner with school-based social workers, 
counselors and other support staff. Yet many counselors, administrators, behavior support staff, 
paraprofessionals and other specialists are being redeployed to classrooms with teachers out sick. 
Teachers report students in crisis are left waiting. 
Teachers describe giving up prep time to substitute for sick colleagues and keeping obviously sick 
kids in class when the nurse’s office is full. With the lack of time and training to teach the multiple 
levels in one class, teachers are scrambling to find ways to catch kids up. A fifth grade teacher 
shared that, after being denied funds from the district, her team used field-trip funds to purchase 
an online extension of their math curriculum to support differentiated learning. 
Although teachers are used to getting by in underresourced systems, the teachers in our study tell 
us no amount of creativity will soon overcome the current crisis. As one teacher explained, “There 
were similar problems before, however with the added stressors of the pandemic, we’re at a 
breaking point and feel like saying no more.” 
‘I wonder what it’s all for’ 

https://images.theconversation.com/files/441302/original/file-20220118-17-vfwdbx.jpg?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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https://www.newyorker.com/news/annals-of-education/what-covid-burnout-is-doing-to-new-york-citys-schools
https://www.wbur.org/news/2022/01/12/massachusetts-school-nurse-coronavirus-emanuel
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While the pandemic has always posed significant challenges, it used to be that even struggling 
teachers expressed optimism that things would eventually improve. 
Now, as they contend with years of ever-increasing, cumulative needs colliding with the acute 
pressures of the omicron wave, teachers are left staggering and overwhelmed. 
Rachel, the fifth grade teacher, explained: “We entered the year feeling depleted, and now so little 
is left. I wonder what it’s all for.” 
Yet despite the scale of the challenges and the steep personal toll of this work, the teachers in our 
study and around the country keep showing up for students and families. We wonder how long 
they can continue. Moreover, we wonder about what will happen to those students and families 
if, or perhaps when, they can’t. 
 
https://theconversation.com/teaching-has-always-been-hard-but-its-never-been-like-this-
elementary-school-teachers-talk-about-managing-their-classrooms-during-a-pandemic-
175006?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20for%20January%2026%202
022%20-
%202184221640&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20for%20January%2026%202022%20-
%202184221640+Version+B+CID_62a8ef1333cd3ae1b7d3ca7d96c78417&utm_source=campaign_
monitor_us&utm_term=Teaching%20has%20always%20been%20hard%20but%20its%20never%2
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