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Reciting Pictures: Buddhist Texts for the Illiterate 

 

Early 20th-century Buddhist rebus-style text from Japan. Although labeled by the British Library as a Heart 

Sūtra for the illiterate, the Library of Congress identifies it as the “Hymn of Praise to Kannon for the 

Illiterate” (Kannon mekura wasan) — Source. 

In the introduction to Elaborations on Emptiness (1996), Donald S. Lopez, Jr. recounts a Japanese story 

called “Miminashi Hōichi”, about a blind biwa minstrel who can recite the epic thirteenth-century Tale of 

Heike by heart (a chronicle that exceeds eight hundred pages in its English translation). One day, the young 

man is approached by the servant of a lord, who asks to hear the concluding episode performed, wherein the 

last samurai of the Heike bloodline is executed — a segment alone that requires seven nights of recitation. His 

first six installments are a great success. But before the final session, it is discovered that the blind singer was 

tricked: he has not been visiting a noble temple in the evenings, as he thought, but an empty graveyard, where 

the ghosts of the Heike clan have been listening to the painful history of their demise. Like Scheherazade 

from One Thousand and One Nights, who must tell stories to stay alive, the boy realizes that when his tale 

ends, he too will die. To save him, local monks paint the Buddhist Heart Sūtra across his body, which makes 

him invisible to the ghosts. But the monks forget to calligraph his ears. That night, the spectral samurai slice 

his lobes to shreds, leaving only holes, and thus the blind bard became known as Miminashi Hōichi — Hōichi 

the Earless. 

It is hard to find a moral in this stomach-churning scene. Yet it reflects a belief regarding the Sūtras and other 

texts of Mahāyāna Buddhism: what these words mean may be just as important as what they can do: offer 

protection, through apotropaic invocation, and grant enlightenment. “It was agreed among many Buddhist 

scholars”, writes Claudia Marra in reference to Japanese Buddhism, “that Sūtras, even if not understood, but 

recited with faith, would eventually lead to enlightenment, since only the language of the Sūtras had the 

power to cut through illusions and enlighten the faithful”. The bloody climax of “Miminashi Hōichi”, then, 

may reflect — in graphic and physicalized terms — not only the armoring power of sacred language, but also 

the Heart Sūtra’s primary theme: cutting through the illusory nature of perception and knowledge itself. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/%E2%80%9Chttps:/www.bl.uk/collection-items/sutra-for-the-illiterate%E2%80%9D
https://books.google.fi/books?id=0GI9DQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&dq=Elaborations+on+Emptiness&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biwa
https://archive.org/details/clevelandart-1971.233-figures-with-calligr
https://archive.org/details/clevelandart-1971.233-figures-with-calligr
https://archive.org/details/kwaidanstories00hearrich/page/n25/mode/2up?q=earless
https://archive.org/details/kwaidanstories00hearrich/page/n25/mode/2up?q=earless
https://terebess.hu/zen/szoto/eu.pdf
https://nufs.repo.nii.ac.jp/?action=repository_action_common_download&item_id=424&item_no=1&attribute_id=22&file_no=1
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If incantatory texts of Mahāyāna Buddhism work through recitation, are the illiterate barred from 

enlightenment, should they lack the supreme linguistic recall of Hōichi? The answer requires knowing more 

about literacy and language in Japan. The stakes of correct recitation were high in the pre- and early-modern 

era, with strict rules for pronunciation existing since the 1100s, and sutra recitation (dokyō) becoming an 

artform in the following century. Charlotte Eubanks tells the story of Emperor Goshirakawa, who supposedly 

incinerated a wing of the imperial palace after mispronouncing “a single character of the Lotus Sutra”. 

This is to say, even for the literate, the Buddhist scriptures could be vast palimpsests of code-switches and 

calques. First of all, most East Asian canons of sacred Buddhist texts — known as Tripitaka and venerated by 

practitioners in Korea, Vietnam, and Japan — have long been written in Classical Chinese. As Greg 

Wilkinson notes, for those who can read this Tripitaka, the canon’s lack of punctuation, the tonal 

requirements of Chinese, and the presence of Sanskrit transliteration, makes it “very difficult to understand 

for a Japanese reader without special knowledge and training”, and almost as difficult to pronounce 

“correctly”, given the variation in dialects and vernacular speech across the archipelago. 

 

https://terebess.hu/zen/szoto/eu.pdf
https://books.google.fi/books?id=IX7ICgAAQBAJ&lpg=PA376&dq=Greg%20Wilkinson%20tripitaka&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.fi/books?id=IX7ICgAAQBAJ&lpg=PA376&dq=Greg%20Wilkinson%20tripitaka&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false
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Spread showing the Heart Sūtra from Tachibana Nankei's Tōzai yūki (1795) — Source. 

The Heart Sūtra from a 1911 edition of Tachibana Nankei’s Tōzai yūki (1795) — Source. 

In order to circumvent these issues in the seventeenth century, Japanese printers began creating a type of book 

for the illiterate, allowing them to recite sutras and other devotional prayers, without knowledge of any 

written language. The texts work by a rebus principle (known as hanjimono), where each drawn image, when 

named aloud, sounds out a Chinese syllable, akin to how the emoji sequence 👁 🅰️ ◀️ 🚍 approximates 

the phonetics of “I read a rebus” (I + “red A” + “re” + “bus”). Famously, the Japanese physician, scholar, and 

travel writer Tachibana Nankei (1753–1805) reproduced an early example of a Heart Sūtra for the illiterate in 

his 1795 Travelogue of East and West (Tōzai yūki). 

As these texts were often most used in rural, agricultural regions, the chosen pictograms reflected the lived 

experience of their “readers”: the implements of work and rice farming (sieves, saws, paddies); domestic 

animals (from rats to monkeys); and imagery related to fertility, pregnancy, disease, and death. “Villagers, 

decoding these pictures and pronouncing them aloud in their local dialect”, writes Eubanks, “would thus 

produce sounds similar to those pronounced by educated clerics”. Furthermore, the presumed incantatory and 

magical power of an esoteric teaching, in a nearly incomprehensible language, coupled the sounds and 

promises of spirituality to the visual realm of everyday life. 

The rebus-style text featured at the very top of this post, held by the British Library, dates to the early 

twentieth century, demonstrating the continued relevance of this reading technology across a modernizing 

Japan. It is labeled by the British Library as an edition of the Heart Sūtra (Hannya shingyō), but the Library 

of Congress, which holds a copy of the same text, names it as the “Hymn of Praise to Kannon for the 

Illiterate” (Kannon mekura wasan). Although the bodhisattva Kannon (Avalokiteśvara), who embodies 

compassion, offers teachings in the Heart Sūtra, this hymn (wasan) is distinct from the Heart Sūtra as well as 

the other sutras rendered according to this rebus-principle, such as the Lotus Sūtra. 

Below, you can browse pages from a much earlier Heart Sūtra for the illiterate (ca. 1800), courtesy 

of Williams College. Also, on the theme of religious rebus texts, check out this 1908 pictographic 

bible designed for children. 

Text by Hunter Dukes 

PUBLISHED 

January 12, 2022 

MEDIUM 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/%E2%80%9Chttps:/www.facebook.com/libraryofcongressinternationalcollections/photos/pcb.460913347608206/460913207608220%E2%80%9D
https://archive.org/details/tozaiyuki00tachuoft/page/540/mode/2up
http://echo-lab.ddo.jp/libraries/%E9%BE%8D%E8%B0%B7%E5%A4%A7%E5%AD%A6%E8%AB%96%E9%9B%86/%E9%BE%8D%E8%B0%B7%E5%A4%A7%E5%AD%A6%E8%AB%96%E9%9B%86%20493/%E9%BE%8D%E8%B0%B7%E5%A4%A7%E5%AD%B8%E8%AB%96%E9%9B%86%20493%20-%20001SHIOTA,%20Eiko%E3%80%8CEmoji%20and%20Relevance%20%EF%BC%9A%20A%20Phonological%20Pragmatic%20Comparison%20of%20Two%20Versions%20of%20The%20Pictorial%20Heart%20Sutra%E3%80%8D.pdf
https://archive.org/details/tozaiyuki00tachuoft/page/544/mode/thumb
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sutra-for-the-illiterate
https://www.facebook.com/libraryofcongressinternationalcollections/photos/a.315731055459770/514037222295818
https://www.facebook.com/libraryofcongressinternationalcollections/photos/a.315731055459770/514037222295818
https://unbound.williams.edu/williamsarchives/islandora/object/chapinlibraryselections%3A24
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/bible-symbols-1908
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/bible-symbols-1908
https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/hunter-dukes
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• Books 

THEME 

• Customs & Culture 

• Language 

• Religion 

GENRE 

• Design & Picturebooks 

• Thought, Reflection & Theory 

TYPE 

• Non-fiction 

EPOCH 

• 18th Century 

• 19th Century 

• 20th Century 

TAGS 

rebus3buddhism4religion28best of language and communication25symbols3 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/books
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/theme/customs-and-culture
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/theme/language
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/theme/religion
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/genre/design-and-picturebooks
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/genre/thought-reflection-and-theory
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/type/non-fiction
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/epoch/18th-century
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/epoch/19th-century
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/all/epoch/20th-century
https://publicdomainreview.org/tags/rebus
https://publicdomainreview.org/tags/buddhism
https://publicdomainreview.org/tags/religion
https://publicdomainreview.org/tags/best-of-language-and-communication
https://publicdomainreview.org/tags/symbols
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/british-library
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More British Library content on PDR (15 ) 

 

                                                                                        

More Library of Congress content on PDR (111) 

UNDERLYING WORK RIGHTS PD Worldwide  

 

More Internet Archive content on PDR (623) 

 

 

More University of Toronto Libraries content on PDR (73) 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/british-library
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/british-library
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/library-of-congress
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/library-of-congress
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/library-of-congress
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/library-of-congress
https://publicdomainreview.org/rights-labelling-on-our-site#pd-worldwide
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/internet-archive
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/internet-archive
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/university-of-toronto-libraries
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/university-of-toronto-libraries
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/university-of-toronto-libraries
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/university-of-toronto-libraries
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/british-library
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/library-of-congress
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/internet-archive
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/university-of-toronto-libraries
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https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/buddhist-texts-for-the-illiterate 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/buddhist-texts-for-the-illiterate
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Gemini South telescope captures image of Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula 

Glowing nebula hides a young star 

 
 

Nebula powered by a young star obscured by a circumstellar disk. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 10, 2022 

The Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula is an outflow of gas that resides in the larger Chamaeleon I dark cloud (one 

of the closest star-forming regions of the Milky Way), and adjacent to the Chamaeleon II and Chamaeleon III 

dark clouds. These three dark clouds -- a type of nebula so dense that it obscures light -- are known 

collectively as the Chamaeleon Complex, a large area of star formation. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304189&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/news/noirlab2129/
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The young, low-mass star that powers the nebula is obscured by a dark vertical band and streams of gas that 

tunnel through the interstellar cloud that formed the star. Light from the star bounces off the tunnel walls, 

creating the wispy appearance of the nebula. 

Astronomers have suggested the dark band at the center of the Chamaeleon Infrared Nebula is a reservoir of 

gas and dust orbiting the star, known as a circumstellar disk. Circumstellar disks are usually associated with 

young stars and provide the materials to build planets. Astronomers believe that the nebula's star is a young 

stellar object embedded within the disk. The nebulous blue background in the image is light reflected from a 

nearby star. 

The image of the nebula was captured by the U.S. National Science Foundation-funded Gemini South 

telescope located atop Cerro Pachón in Chile, part of the international Gemini Observatory, a program 

of NSF's NOIRLab. The image was produced by NOIRLab's Communication, Education & Engagement team 

as part of the NOIRLab Legacy Imaging Program. 

"GMOS-South is the perfect instrument to make this observation because of its field of view, which can 

nicely capture the whole nebula, and because of its ability to capture the emission from the nebula's ionized 

gas," said NOIRLab instrument scientist German Gimeno. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1839225&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/nsfs-national-optical-infrared-astronomy-research-laboratory-noirlab
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304189&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Citizen astronomers find young Jupiter-like object missed by previous exoplanet searches 

Planetoid is almost 146 light-years away from Earth 

 
 

A newly detected object more than 10 times Jupiter's size orbits a star 146 million light-years away 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 10, 2022 

Citizen astronomers have detected an object orbiting a sunlike star that had been previously overlooked. The 

object is thought to be a small brown dwarf star 10 to 20 times the size of Jupiter and very distant from its 

host star -- more than 1,600 times the distance between Earth and the sun. Researchers investigated the 

discovery and detailed their findings in The Astrophysical Journal. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304191&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.amnh.org/about/press-center/citizen-scientists-jupiter-like-object
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.3847/1538-4357/ac2499
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A “Backyard Worlds: Planet 9” participant alerted scientists to an object that appeared to be moving with a 

star. Astronomers used near infrared spectroscopy to observe the star and object. The young object was 

farther away from its star than expected considering its comparatively low mass. Few objects with such 

different masses from their host star have been as distant. 

The physical properties of the newly identified object hold no discernible clues about its formation. There are 

indications the object could be an exoplanet, but no conclusive determinations have been made. Further 

research will reveal more about this celestial curiosity. 

The “Backyard Worlds: Planet 9” citizen science project, funded in part by the U.S. National Science 

Foundation, lets volunteers scour archives of digital images from NASA's Wide-field Infrared Survey 

Explorer mission to identify new worlds in and beyond the solar system. Volunteer citizen astronomers have 

already identified more than 1,600 new brown dwarfs. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304191&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2009177&HistoricalAwards=false
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=2009177&HistoricalAwards=false
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304191&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304191&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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POLITICS 

INSIDE THE U.S. CAPITOL INSURRECTION 

A Texas photographer finds himself shoulder to shoulder with rioters on January 6, 2021. 

by CHRISTOPHER LEE 

https://www.texasobserver.org/topics/politics/
https://www.texasobserver.org/author/christopher-lee/
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Photo credit: Christopher Lee 

REPUBLISH THIS ARTICLE FOR FREE 

All of the Texas Observer’s articles are available for free syndication for news sources under the following 

conditions: 

• Articles must link back to the original article and contain the following attribution at the top of the 

story: 

 

• This article was originally published by the Texas Observer, a nonprofit investigative news outlet. 

Sign up for their weekly newsletter, or follow them on Facebook and Twitter.” 

https://mailchi.mp/texasobserver/newsletter-signup?utm_source=syndication&utm_medium=navbar&utm_campaign=tag_manager
https://www.facebook.com/texasobserver/
http://twitter.com/texasobserver
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• Articles must include Texas Observer alongside author byline (first name / last name / Texas 

Observer) 

• Articles cannot be rewritten, edited or changed beyond alignments with house style books. Partners 

must notify syndication@texasobserver.org to make style changes. 

• Photos, illustrations and other art may be available for syndication but must be confirmed. 

• Promotional materials distributed by your outlet, including all social media work, must include cites 

for the Observer and our reporter. Outlets must also tag the Observer in all social media posts. 

• Please notify us by email that the article will be republished at syndication@texasobserver.org. 

MODE: 

TOGGLE DAY/NIGHT MODE 

When I was a kid, the only capitol I had been to was in Austin on school field trips. The one that housed our 

nation’s lawmakers was an icon I’d only seen in photos. I remember a story in the Austin American-

Statesman proudly declaring that the Texas State Capitol was taller than the one in Washington, D.C. It was a 

whole spread comparing both buildings—almost suggesting to readers, tongue-in-cheek, that our Capitol 

could stand next to America’s if it seceded from the Union.  

On January 6, 2021, I found myself not only inside the U.S. Capitol for the first time, but running away from 

angry insurrectionists that had just broken through windows and doors to try to stop the certification of the 

2020 presidential election.  

mailto:syndication@texasobserver.org
mailto:syndication@texasobserver.org
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SUPPORTERS OF PRESIDENT DONALD TRUMP IN FRONT OF THE WASHINGTON MONUMENT 

ON JANUARY 6, 2021.CHRISTOPHER LEE FOR TIME 

For much of the previous year, I had been covering the groundswell of anger, violence, and conspiracy 

theories coming from former President Donald Trump’s base for The New York Times and TIME magazine. 

What once seemed like fringe groups—Proud Boys, Q-Anon, and right-wing militias—became more 

mainstream the closer it got to Election Day. Days after, I photographed federal, state, and local Republican 

politicians lining up for photo-ops with dangerous conspiracy theorists from Dallas and armed militia 

members from Houston. 

When January came around, I waited patiently for my editors at TIME to check their emails after the New 

Year’s festivities to suggest covering the “Stop The Steal” rally in Washington, D.C. I described it as a chance 

to see what would become of Trump’s most ardent supporters at the end of his administration. I ended up 

photographing one of the darkest days in American history.  

According to trackers from the Department of Justice, Texas was behind only Florida in contributing rioters to 

the insurrection at the Capitol. Texans came from all corners of the state to decry what they saw as a rigged 

election. Around the city, I saw many waving “Texans for Trump” flags alongside Gadsden flags (the ones 
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that say, “Don’t Tread on Me”). Every other car parked in front of the hotels seemed to display our state’s 

signature black-and-white license plate.  

As the rally began on the lawn of the Ellipse south of the White House, I was struck by how large the crowds 

were—a sea of red hats, each representing a person who bought into this lie that the election was stolen from 

their president. Before Trump’s speech was even halfway done, I began to notice streams of people making 

their way toward the Capitol. I made my way down Constitution Avenue and found myself among crowds of 

protesters getting angrier by the second. I furiously sent out text messages to my colleagues: “Get to the 

Capitol NOW.”  

CAPITOL POLICE STAND BEHIND SHATTERED BULLET-RESISTANT GLASS.CHRISTOPHER LEE 

FOR TIME 

 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

36 

 

A VIEW OF THE CAPITOL BUILDING AS INSURRECTIONISTS STORM THE 

BUILDINGCHRISTOPHER LEE FOR TIME 
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I’m not sure how many times I was shot with rubber bullets or disoriented by flashbangs. Coughing through 

teargas, I felt the crowd’s center of gravity move beyond the line of police officers toward the windows and 

doors of the building. I followed a group of men—one wielding a Capitol Police riot shield with a radio 

earpiece—to the nearest set of windows being smashed open. U.S. District Court Judge Timothy Kelly would 

later describe this moment as “the tip of the spear that pierced the United States Capitol.” As I photographed 

the angry rioters climbing through the broken glass, I took a deep breath. I followed them through the halls, 

eventually coming upon one of the most defining scenes of the riot: the group of men I’d pursued facing off 

with Officer Eugene Goodman in the halls before heroically leading them away from the Senate chamber.At 

one point, a group of five or six men accused me of not being one of them because I was wearing a “real 

mask” designed to block COVID-19 particulates. They pinned me against a wall and ripped off the mask 

inside one of the meeting rooms in the Capitol. I tested positive for COVID-19 a few days after and watched 

the inauguration from isolation. 

SUPPORTERS OF PRESIDENT TRUMP SIT INSIDE A CONGRESSIONAL OFFICE.CHRISTOPHER 

LEE FOR TIME 

 

I have had a difficult time coming to terms with what had happened. In my years as a photojournalist, I had 

become familiar with the trauma of political violence, having seen the horrors of war and poverty in places 
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like Iraq and Afghanistan. But this was different. I had the privilege of leaving foreign war zones whenever I 

deemed it too dangerous or stressful. I had the privilege of being an American and partaking in a largely 

stable democratic government. I had the privilege of not being surrounded by people who wished me harm 

just because of who I am. 

When I returned to Texas, I noticed homes proudly displaying Trump flags outside their doorways along the 

two roads that lead to my neighborhood. I couldn’t shake the thought of the person with a MAGA hat waiting 

behind the checkout line at the H.E.B. wished me harm. I couldn’t get over the feeling that at any time, any 

one of those men who pinned me against the wall and ripped my mask off would turn out to be a neighbor I 

waved at every morning as I stepped out to get coffee. It took me the rest of 2021 to work through a lot of 

those feelings. It was my first time in therapy.  

The morning after the world watched the fragile foundations of American democracy shake on live TV, a 

fellow photographer friend and I went to get coffee at a shop connected to a hotel near the Capitol. Outside 

was a line of trucks and minivans getting packed by people sporting MAGA hats and shirts. Before I entered 

the building, I heard someone say, “We gotta get going. It’s a long drive back to Texas!” 

SUPPORT INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

Do you think free access to journalism like this is important? The Texas Observer is known for its fiercely 

independent, uncompromising work— which we are pleased to provide to the public at no charge in this 

space. We rely on the generosity of our readers who believe that this work is important. You can chip in for as 

little as 99 cents a month. If you support this mission, we need your help. 

LEARN MORE 

CHRISTOPHER LEE is a photographer based in San Antonio, Texas. His work focuses on issues of 

immigration, cultural identity and the costs of armed conflict from America’s wars at home and abroad. Most 

recently Lee’s photographs from the January 6th capitol insurrection appeared on the cover of TIME 

Magazine’s “Best Photos of 2021” issue. 

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/a-texas-photojournalist-got-caught-in-the-capitol-insurrection-heres-what-he-

saw/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-ea12d014f4-34691563&mc_cid=ea12d014f4&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f 

  

https://www.texasobserver.org/join/?utm_source=bottom+page+ask&utm_medium=site&utm_campaign=ongoing&utm_id=membership
https://www.texasobserver.org/author/christopher-lee/
https://www.texasobserver.org/a-texas-photojournalist-got-caught-in-the-capitol-insurrection-heres-what-he-saw/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-ea12d014f4-34691563&mc_cid=ea12d014f4&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
https://www.texasobserver.org/a-texas-photojournalist-got-caught-in-the-capitol-insurrection-heres-what-he-saw/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-ea12d014f4-34691563&mc_cid=ea12d014f4&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
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What Love Really Means: Iris Murdoch on Unselfing, the Symmetry Between Art and Morality, and 

How We Unblind Ourselves to Each Other’s Realities 

“Love is the extremely difficult realisation that something other than oneself is real.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Decades into his long life, the poet Robert Graves defined love as “a recognition of another person’s integrity 

and truth in a way that… makes both of you light up when you recognize the quality in the other.” A 

generation later, the poetic playwright Tom Stoppard defined it as “knowledge of each other… knowledge of 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/07/24/robert-graves-love/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/01/07/tom-stoppard-the-real-thing-love/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140264922/braipick-20


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

40 

self, the real him, the real her, in extremis, the mask slipped from the face.” This unmasked fact is the antidote 

to the most dangerous fiction the Romantics bequeathed us — their model of love as union between lover and 

beloved, a kind of fusion of selves, with its connotation of mutual completion rather than mutual recognition 

of and rejoicing in two parallel completenesses. 

Such gladsome recognition of the other’s otherness is the foundation of love and the foundation of morality 

— both requiring not a bridging of selves but an unselfing, both vulnerable to same fundamental 

misconception that fissures the very foundation upon which they rest. Almost every religious, spiritual, and 

contemplative tradition in the history of our species, when stripped of its mystical and counterscientific 

aspects, holds at its center an ethic of love. But also central to almost every tradition, especially of the West, 

is a dangerous warping of love in the hands of the self. 

Most commonly known as the Golden Rule, it mistakes the reality of the self for the only reality, taking one’s 

own wishes, desires, and longings as universal and presuming that the other shares those precisely — 

negating the sovereign reality of the other, negating the possibility that a very different person might want 

something very different done unto them. 

The remedy for this malady of selfing is to remember that there are infinitely many kinds of beautiful lives, 

each with its singular longings for and visions of beauty, goodness, and gladness. Nothing reminds us of this 

more readily than art, with its invitation to step into the intimate realities of other lives — the word 

“empathy,” after all, originated in the imaginative act of projecting oneself into a work of art — and no one 

has irradiated that reminder more luminously than the uncommon philosopher-novelist Iris Murdoch (July 

15, 1919–February 8, 1999). 

Long before her 1970 classic The Sovereignty of the Good, with its lovely conception of art as “an occasion 

for unselfing,” Murdoch began developing these ideas in an essay titled “The Sublime and the Good,” 

originally published in the Chicago Review in 1959 and later included in the altogether superb posthumous 

collection Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on Philosophy and Literature (public library). 

She writes: 

Art and morals are… one. Their essence is the same. The essence of both of them is love. Love is the 

perception of individuals. Love is the extremely difficult realisation that something other than oneself is real. 

Love, and so art and morals, is the discovery of reality. 

In the same era when, across the Atlantic, Alan Watts was cautioning that “Life and Reality are not things you 

can have for yourself unless you accord them to all others” as he was introducing Eastern teachings in the 

West, Murdoch builds on the parallels between art and morality through the multiple dimensions of love — 

the personal and the political, the individual and the communal: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/12/14/you-must-change-rilke-rodin-empathy/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/10/21/iris-murdoch-unselfing/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/10/21/iris-murdoch-unselfing/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140264922/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/existentialists-and-mystics-writings-on-philosophy-and-literature/oclc/974087901&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/alan-watts/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/alan-watts/
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The enemies of art and of morals, the enemies that is of love, are the same: social convention and neurosis. 

One may fail to see the individual… because we are ourselves sunk in a social whole which we allow 

uncritically to determine our reactions, or because we see each other exclusively as so determined. Or we may 

fail to see the individual because we are completely enclosed in a fantasy world of our own into which we try 

to draw things from outside, not grasping their reality and independence, making them into dream objects of 

our own. Fantasy, the enemy of art, is the enemy of true imagination: Love, an exercise of the imagination… 

The exercise of overcoming one’s self, of the expulsion of fantasy and convention… is indeed exhilarating. It 

is also, if we perform it properly which we hardly ever do, painful.

“Real isn’t how you are made… It’s a thing that happens to you.” Maurice Sendak’s little-known 1960 

illustrations for The Velveteen Rabbit. 

In a sentiment that calls to mind James Baldwin’s reflection on love and his haunting observation that 

“nothing is more unbearable, once one has it, than freedom,” Murdoch adds: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2011/11/02/maurice-sendak-velveteen-rabbit/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2011/11/02/maurice-sendak-velveteen-rabbit/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/06/james-baldwin-giovannis-room-love-choice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2011/11/02/maurice-sendak-velveteen-rabbit/
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The tragic freedom implied by love is this: that we all have an indefinitely extended capacity to imagine the 

being of others. Tragic, because there is no prefabricated harmony, and others are, to an extent we never cease 

discovering, different from ourselves… Freedom is exercised in the confrontation by each other, in the 

context of an infinitely extensible work of imaginative understanding, of two irreducibly dissimilar 

individuals. Love is the imaginative recognition of, that is respect for, this otherness.

Dame Iris 

Murdoch by Ida Kar (National Portrait Gallery) 

Complement this fragment of Existentialists and Mystics — which also gave us Murdoch on art as a force of 

resistance and the key to great storytelling — with her almost unbearably beautiful love letters, then revisit 

Tolstoy on love and morality.                                                                           

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/08/iris-murdoch-the-sublime-and-the-

good/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0140264922/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/07/18/iris-murdoch-existentialists-mystics-philosophy-literature-art/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/01/26/iris-murdoch-love-letters-brigid-brophy/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/09/leo-tolstoy-on-love/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/08/iris-murdoch-the-sublime-and-the-good/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/08/iris-murdoch-the-sublime-and-the-good/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/portrait/mw201586/Iris-Murdoch?LinkID=mp05608&wPage=0&role=sit&rNo=16
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More bird species in the tropics than previously thought 

Study suggests many isolated bird populations merit species status 

 
 

White-crowned manakin populations accumulated differences in their songs and plumage patterns. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 6, 2022 

A recent study of a perky little bird suggests there may be far more avian species in the tropics than those 

identified so far. After a genetic study of the white-crowned manakin, scientists say it is not just one species, 

and that one of the main drivers of its diversity is the South American landscape and its history of change. 

The results are published in the journal Molecular Phylogenetics and Evolution. 

  

"We found that the white-crowned manakin probably originated in the highland forests of the Andes 

Mountains in northern Peru," says lead author Jacob Berv. "Today, this bird is also found across the Amazon 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304168&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S105579032100138X
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basin, in the lowland rainforests of Brazil, Peru, and many other countries, including parts of Central 

America." Berv conducted the U.S. National Science Foundation-funded research while at Cornell University. 

  

"This study shows that there is a lot of evolutionary history embedded in what is commonly referred to as a 

'single widespread' species in Amazonia," says co-author Camila Ribas at Brazil's National Institute of 

Amazonian Research. "The white-crowned manakin is an example of a phenomenon that is probably more the 

rule than the exception in Amazonia -- diversity is vastly underestimated by the current taxonomy." 

Around 2.5 million years ago, populations of this manakin species expanded out of the Andes, though many 

populations remain there today. Those that moved eventually became isolated in pockets of habitat defined by 

mountains, plains, rivers and climate. Over the course of time, white-crowned manakin populations evolved 

independently, accumulating differences in their songs and plumage patterns. 

The study authors suggest many of these pocket populations are now different enough from one another that 

they should be recognized as separate species. That is especially true if the variations in song make it unlikely 

that isolated populations would be able to recognize one another and breed -- the biological definition of a 

species. 

 

"To understand evolutionary processes in Amazonia we need many more studies like this one, with dense 

geographic sampling," Ribas says. "For this we need to support biological collections that are able to 

accumulate samples through time." 

  

The scientists say that underestimating the number of species in South America has important consequences 

for conservation, especially for endemic species threatened by ongoing habitat loss. 

  

"We've basically just scratched the surface," says Berv. "If what holds true for this species is indicative of 

what's taking place in other poorly studied species, then we have hugely underestimated the amount of 

biodiversity in the South American tropics." 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304168&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery   

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1700786&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://mailchi.mp/cornell/release-there-may-be-more-tropical-species-than-we-knew?e=f0b505020c
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304168&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304168&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Scientists develop stable sodium battery technology 

Sodium metal anode resists dendrite formation 

 
 

Scientists fabricate a new anode material for a rechargeable battery technology. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 6, 2022 

Replacing lithium and cobalt in lithium-ion batteries would result in a more environmentally and socially 

conscious technology, scientists say. Toward that end, University of Texas at Austin researchers, funded in 

part by the U.S. National Science Foundation, have developed a sodium-based battery material that is stable, 

can recharge as fast as a traditional lithium-ion battery, and has the potential for a higher energy output than 

current lithium-ion battery technologies. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304167&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.utexas.edu/2021/12/06/sodium-based-material-yields-stable-alternative-to-lithium-ion-batteries/
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1938833&HistoricalAwards=false
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Ions in batteries travel between the negative anode and positive cathode when generating electricity. In 

sodium-based batteries, anodes can develop filaments called dendrites that could cause electrical shorts and 

increase the chances of a fire or explosion. This new sodium-based technology resists dendrite growth and 

recharges as fast as a lithium-ion battery. The team published the results in the journal Advanced Materials. 

The anode material is made by rolling a thin sheet of sodium metal onto an antimony telluride powder and 

folding the sheet repeatedly, resulting in a uniform distribution of sodium atoms that resist the formation of 

dendrites and corrosion. The process also makes the battery more stable, with a charge rate similar to a 

lithium-ion battery and potentially a higher energy capacity. 

"We're essentially solving two problems at once," said study co-author David Mitlin. "Typically, the faster 

you charge, the more of these dendrites you grow. So, if you suppress dendrite growth, you can charge and 

discharge faster, because all of a sudden it's safe." 

The demand for stationary energy storage systems is high and rising. This technology could provide a stable, 

sustainable and less expensive solution. The researchers have applied for a patent on the technology. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304167&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/adma.202106005
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304167&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304167&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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AI can predict Alzheimer’s risk from brain scans 

COMPUTER SCIENCE • NEUROBIOLOGY • NEUROSCIENCE 

ByRosa García-Verdugo January 3, 2022 0 comments 

Photo: cottonbro on Pexels.com 

Since humans are not very good at predicting the future, even if the help of a magic ball, scientists have 

developed a new system based on artificial intelligence to help us predict the future risk of suffering from 

Alzheimer’s disease by analysing certain parameters in brain scans. 

The research, recently published in the journal Diagnostics 1, provides insights into the development of such 

an AI system, able to recognise early signs of cognitive impairment (a previous stage to full-on Alzheimer’s) 

on brains scans acquired with functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI). 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/technology/computer-science/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/neurobiology/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/neuroscience/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/03/ai-can-predict-alzheimers-risk-from-brain-scans/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/03/ai-can-predict-alzheimers-risk-from-brain-scans/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://www.pexels.com/photo/white-and-black-menu-board-5723883/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/03/ai-can-predict-alzheimers-risk-from-brain-scans/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9027-1
https://starvingneuron.com/?s=alzheimer
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To develop their AI system, first the original brain network ResNet18 was trained on 51,443 brain scans from 

138 people. The images corresponded to six distinct groups, from healthy brains to various degrees of mild 

cognitive impairment (MCI) and full-blown AD. Then, other 27,310 images were used to validate the 

algorithm. The final algorithm could identify early MCI with 99.99 percent accuracy and late MCI with 99.95 

percent accuracy. 

The results of this study show that this newly developed system has better accuracy, sensitivity, and 

specificity than older diagnostic algorithms, and remark its potential as an assisting tool for earlier detection 

of cognitive decline. 

Another important point to make is that while MCI often precedes Alzheimer’s disease, not all people 

showing signs of MCI will develop the disease. The power of this tool is to allow early screening and closer 

follow-up for early intervention. 

However, as good and helpful as machine learning algorithms are, two pairs of eyes are better than one, and 

the combined effort of this method plus human expertise are the ideal combination for accurate diagnosis. 
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https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
http://starvingneuron.com/
https://twitter.com/starvingneuron
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/03/ai-can-predict-alzheimers-risk-from-brain-scans/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/03/ai-can-predict-alzheimers-risk-from-brain-scans/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
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The Woman Who Couldn’t Describe A Thing If She Could 

By Mary Ruefle 

Issue no. 216 (Spring 2016) 

We have a house. There is a roof and there are windows. I think they are square. You can see through them, 

that’s for sure. There is a door to go into and out of the house. It works both ways. And oh, a floor. 

We left the house in a car. The car had wheels, there were four of them. And there was a door we used to go 

into and out of the car. Actually, there were four doors, there were four of us, too, so we each had our own 

door. Inside there was only room to sit down and a strap that went across your body in case there was an 

accident. 

An accident is when something happens that is not supposed to happen and you don’t want it to but it does 

anyway. We did not have an accident that day. We went to a restaurant instead. 

The car stayed outside the restaurant and we stayed inside the restaurant. A restaurant is a place that will cook 

for you. You give them money for the cooking. Or for the eating, I am unsure which. 

You probably already know this, but eating is when the food goes inside your body. Later, it comes out a 

different door in another way. (When I said the car had four doors, I forgot number five, the little door where 

the gas goes in.) 

So we four were in the restaurant. Some of the food was good and some of the food was bad, but it costs the 

same. As you eat, you have a conversation. A conversation is talking between people. One person said, I am 

tired of the heat, and another said, Me too. I said, I kind of like it. The last of us said, Could we talk about 

something other than the weather? I thought that was an interesting thing to say. 

A thought is silent talking to yourself in your head. But you can still hear it. This is the number-one 

difference. 

After the eating and the conversation, one of us gave money for these things. You just hand it over, and for a 

moment you can see it, it is moving from one hand to another hand and you can see it, it is paper. But it is not 

usually shown, most of the time you keep your money out of sight. It is hardly ever in the air. It is not like a 

necklace or something. But at such and such a time, you take it out and give some of it away. You never give 

your necklace away. All the same, a necklace is a sign of money. It just is. You show the sign that you have 

things hidden. It goes back and forth, like a conversation. 

Two of us were wearing necklaces and two of us were not. That is a fact I added together later, so you would 

know. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d26d46d4f8&e=d538c8f2e0
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We left the restaurant by the door. There was the car. In the car we did not have a conversation. We left the 

car when it was looking at the house. 

Inside the house there was an accident. Accidents happen so fast you never really see them, so no one can 

really talk about them. After the accident, there was another conversation. It was longer than the conversation 

we had in the restaurant, even though there were four of us in the restaurant and now there were only three. 

Then it was time for bed. A bed is where you sleep. If you have a necklace, you take it off. Both you and the 

necklace change from an upright position to a downright position. But not together. 

You close your eyes, which have been open all day. You close your mouth, which has been open all day. You 

think about the day. You have the whole day all to yourself. Then you begin to see things inside your head 

which you did not put there. It is very dark outside your head and you cannot see much there, but you can see 

the put things inside your head. When that happens, you know you are asleep. You might not know it, but you 

are. 

You are asleep. The day is done. You can’t describe it anymore. That’s life. It’s over. 

  

 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

• More poems by Mary Ruefle, including “The Meal That Was Always There,” published in issue 

no. 176 (Spring 2006),  and “Milk Shake,” from issue no. 216 (Spring 2016)? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d26d46d4f8&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=0df6e33e43&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=93ce7da412&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d26d46d4f8&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d26d46d4f8&e=d538c8f2e0
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Student loan forgiveness is regressive whether measured by income, education, or wealth 

Why only targeted debt relief policies can reduce injustices in student loans 

Adam LooneyFriday, January 14, 2022 

For media inquiries, contact: 

Brieanna Nicker bnicker@brookings.edu 202.540.7721 

DOWNLOAD  

•  Download the full paper 

 

Adam Looney 

Nonresident Senior Fellow - Economic Studies  

Executive Director, Marriner S. Eccles Institute, University of Utah 

Some advocates have called to forgive student loans because student loans contribute to racial and 

socioeconomic wealth gaps. The usual measures of financial wealth, however, is a misleading indicator of the 

economic status of student loan borrowers. Medical school graduates typically owe six-figure student loans 

but that doesn’t mean they are poorer than high-school graduates who did not go to college. Wealth, properly 

measured, should include the value of educational investments students borrowed to make. Measured 

appropriately, student debt is concentrated among high-wealth households and loan forgiveness is regressive 

whether measured by income, educational attainment, or wealth. Across-the-board forgiveness is therefore a 

costly and ineffective way to reduce economic gaps by race or socioeconomic status. Only targeted policies 

can address the inequities caused by federal student lending programs.  

https://www.brookings.edu/experts/adam-looney/
mailto:bnicker@brookings.edu
tel:202.540.7721
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/WP75-Looney_updated_1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/adam-looney/
https://www.brookings.edu/program/economic-studies/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/adam-looney/
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o The persistence of the Black-white wealth gap is disturbing and deserves addressing. Across-the-

board forgiveness of student loan debt is not a good way to address that problem. There are better, 

more effective, and more progressive ways to reduce racial wealth gaps. 

o Whether measured by income or wealth, student loan borrowers are better off than other Americans, 

and widespread loan forgiveness is regressive. Some argue that loan forgiveness isn’t regressive 

when measured by financial wealth. But that’s because such measures exclude the very asset the 

person borrowed to buy—an education that increases lifetime earnings. That’s like assessing a 

homeowner’s wealth by counting their mortgage balance but not the value of their home. 

o For many borrowers, the amount they are required to repay on their student loans is far below the 

amount they borrowed because of income-based repayment plans and existing forgiveness programs. 

We can and should make these programs work better. 

o Accounting correctly for both human capital and effect of subsidies in student lending plans, almost 

a third of all student debt is owed by the wealthiest 20 percent of households and only 8 percent by 

the bottom 20 percent. Across-the-board student loan forgiveness is regressive measured by income, 

family affluence, educational attainment—and also wealth. 

 

o Racial gaps in lifetime wealth are even larger when measured including the market value of 

educational attainment. But the key causes of that gap, as it relates to postsecondary education, are 

that Black Americans are much less like to have the opportunity to go to college in the first place, to 
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attend a high-quality, low-cost college, to complete a degree, and to pursue a graduate or 

professional degree than their white peers. And Black graduates are rewarded less in the labor 

market for the degrees they complete. In part because of all this, Black borrowers struggle more 

repaying their student loans. But the contribution of student loans to the gaps in wealth and income is 

small, and the effects of loan forgiveness policies on economic gaps is surprisingly unclear. 

o The best way to use federal postsecondary educational systems to close racial and socioeconomic 

gaps in income and wealth is through means-tested grant and loan aid that promote access and 

completion at high-quality educational institutions; rigorous oversight of institutions that participate 

in federal programs; progressive, well-designed and well-administered income-based repayment 

plans that insulate borrowers whose education doesn’t pay off, and targeted relief to borrowers who 

can clearly demonstrate that their loans impose significant economic hardship. 

o Legislators should first decide how much taxpayers should pay of the tuition and living expenses of 

future students—a process that, in the name of fairness and efficacy, would no doubt choose to treat 

undergraduate, graduate, and professional degree students differently, base aid on need, and cap 

subsidies for high-cost programs—and use that as a template to provide retroactive relief to existing 

borrowers who missed out on those benefits while asking others to repay their loans. 

Read the full paper here» 

 

The Brookings Institution is financed through the support of a diverse array of foundations, corporations, 

governments, individuals, as well as an endowment. A list of donors can be found in our annual reports 

published online here. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions in this report are solely those of its 

author(s) and are not influenced by any donation. 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/research/student-loan-forgiveness-is-regressive-whether-measured-by-income-

education-or-

wealth/?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201233228&utm_source

=hs_email 

  

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/WP75-Looney_updated_1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/about-us/annual-report/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/student-loan-forgiveness-is-regressive-whether-measured-by-income-education-or-wealth/?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201233228&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.brookings.edu/research/student-loan-forgiveness-is-regressive-whether-measured-by-income-education-or-wealth/?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201233228&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.brookings.edu/research/student-loan-forgiveness-is-regressive-whether-measured-by-income-education-or-wealth/?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201233228&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.brookings.edu/research/student-loan-forgiveness-is-regressive-whether-measured-by-income-education-or-wealth/?utm_campaign=Economic%20Studies&utm_medium=email&utm_content=201233228&utm_source=hs_email
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We Shall Overcome 

by Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 

We Shall Overcome was inspired by a hymn, "I'll Overcome Some Day," derived from Galatians 6:9, written 

by Charles Albert Tindley and published in 1900. The first stanza: 

The world is one great battlefield, 

With forces all arrayed; 

If in my heart I do not yield, 

I'll overcome some day. 

The hymn evolved into a protest song. Folksinger Joan Baez led a crowd of 300,000 singing it at the 1963 

March on Washington at the Lincoln Memorial. President Lyndon B. Johnson used the phrase "we shall 

overcome" in his speech following the violence in the Selma to Montgomery March (Bloody Sunday). 

But it is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.'s recitations which galvanized its association with The Civil Rights 

Movement. He first recited the hymn to the interfaith congregation at Temple Israel in Hollywood, California 

in 1965. Most memorably, he recited it in his final sermon delivered in Memphis on Sunday, March 31, 1968, 

before his assassination. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/martin-luther-king-jr
https://americanliterature.com/author/martin-luther-king-jr
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Mississippi Freedom Democrat protest, Atlantic City, 1964 
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"We shall overcome. We shall overcome. Deep in my heart I do believe we shall overcome. And I believe it 

because somehow the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice. We shall overcome 

because Carlyle is right; "no lie can live forever". We shall overcome because William Cullen Bryant is right; 

"truth crushed to earth will rise again". We shall overcome because James Russell Lowell is right:." 

Truth forever on the scaffold, 

Wrong forever on the throne. 

Yet that scaffold sways the future, 

And behind the then unknown 

Standeth God within the shadow, 

Keeping watch above his own. 

"With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. With this faith, we will 

be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this 

faith, we will be able to speed up the day. And in the words of prophecy, every valley shall be exalted. And 

every mountain and hill shall be made low. The rough places will be made plain and the crooked places 

straight. And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together. This will be a great 

day. This will be a marvelous hour. And at that moment—figuratively speaking in biblical words—the 

morning stars will sing together and the sons of God will shout for joy." 

 

We Shall Overcome was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Sun, Jan 16, 2022 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/martin-luther-king-jr/essay/we-shall-overcome   

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
https://americanliterature.com/author/martin-luther-king-jr/essay/we-shall-overcome
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What Happens When We Die 

“How can a creature who will certainly die have an understanding of things that will exist forever?” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

When my atheist engineer grandfather died, my atheist engineer grandmother leaned over the body in the 

hospice bed that had contained half a century of shared life and love, cradled the cranium in which his 

stubborn and sensitive mind had dwelt, and whispered into the halogen-lit ether: 

“Where did you go, my darling?” 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030774485X/braipick-20
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Whatever our beliefs, these sensemaking playthings of the mind, when the moment of material undoing 

comes, we — creatures of moment and matter — simply cannot fathom how something as exquisite as the 

universe of thought and feeling inside us can vanish into nothingness. 

Even if we understand that dying is the token of our existential luckiness, even if we understand that we are 

borrowed stardust, bound to be returned to the universe that made it — a universe itself slouching toward 

nothingness as its stars are slowly burning out their energy to leave a cold austere darkness of pure spacetime 

— this understanding blurs into an anxious disembodied abstraction as the body slouches toward dissolution. 

Animated by electrical impulses and temporal interactions of matter, our finite minds simply cannot grasp a 

timeless and infinite inanimacy — a void beyond being. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/25/richard-dawkins-death/
https://society6.com/product/pillars-of-creation-eagle-nebula-in-infrared-nasaesa-hubble-space-telescope_print?sku=s6-22845835p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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Pillars of Creation, Eagle Nebula, Messier 16. Infrared photograph. NASA / Hubble Space Telescope. 

(Available as a print, a face mask, and stationery cards.) 

“Thoughts, silent 

thoughts, of Time and Space and Death.” Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare English edition of Walt 

Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print) 

https://society6.com/product/pillars-of-creation-eagle-nebula-in-infrared-nasaesa-hubble-space-telescope_print?sku=s6-22845835p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/thoughts-silent-thoughts-of-time-and-space-and-death_framed-print?sku=s6-8967472p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/thoughts-silent-thoughts-of-time-and-space-and-death_framed-print?sku=s6-8967472p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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Even Walt Whitman, who could hold such multitudes of contradiction, could not grasp the void. “I will make 

poems of my body and of mortality,” he vowed as a young man as he reverenced our shared materiality in his 

timeless declamation that “every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” It was easy, from the 

shimmering platform of his prime, to look forward to becoming “the uncut hair of graves” upon returning his 

own atoms to the grassy ground one day. 

But then, when that day loomed near as he grew old and infirm, “the poet of the body and the poet of the 

soul” suddenly could not fathom the total disbanding of his atomic selfhood, suddenly came to “laugh at what 

you call dissolution.” 

And then he did dissolve, leaving us his immortal verses, verses penned when his particles sang with the 

electric cohesion of youth and of health, verses that traced with their fleshy finger the faint contour of an 

elemental truth: “What invigorates life invigorates death.” 

I wish I could have given my grandmother, and given the dying Whitman, the infinitely invigorating Mr g: A 

Novel About the Creation (public library) by the poetic physicist Alan Lightman — a magical-realist 

serenade to science, coursing with symphonic truth about our search for meaning, our hunger for beauty, and 

what makes our tender, transient lives worth living. 

Toward the end of the novel, Mr g watches, with heartache unknown in the Void predating the existence of 

universes and of life, an old woman on her deathbed, the film of her long and painful and beautiful life 

unspooling from the reel of memory, leaving her grief-stricken by its terminus, shuddering with defiant 

disbelief that this is all. 

“How can a creature of substance and mass fathom a thing without substance or mass?” wonders Mr g as he 

sorrows watching her succumb to the very laws he created. “How can a creature who will certainly die have 

an understanding of things that will exist forever?” 

And then, as a faint smile washes across her face, she does die. Lightman writes: 

At that moment, there were 3,147,740,103,497,276,498,750,208,327 atoms in her body. Of her total mass, 

63.7 percent was oxygen, 21.0 percent carbon, 10.1 percent hydrogen, 2.6 percent nitrogen, 1.4 percent 

calcium, 1.1 percent phosphorous, plus a smattering of the ninety-odd other chemical elements created in 

stars. 

In the cremation, her water evaporated. Her carbon and nitrogen combined with oxygen to make gaseous 

carbon dioxide and nitrogen dioxide, which floated skyward and mingled with the air. Most of her calcium 

and phosphorous baked into a reddish brown residue and scattered in soil and in wind. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/10/19/lia-halloran-walt-whitman-universe-in-verse/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030774485X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/030774485X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/mr-g/oclc/1085539982&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/alan-lightman/
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But then we see that every atom belonging to her — or, rather, temporarily borrowed by her — truly does 

belong to everything and everyone, just as you and I are now inhaling the same oxygen atoms that once 

inflated Walt Whitman’s lungs with the lust for life: 

Pectanthis Asteroides — 

one of the otherworldly drawings of jellyfish by the 19th-century German marine biologist Ernst Haeckel, 

who coined the word ecology. (Available as a print.) 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/03/26/ernst-haeckel-medusae/
https://society6.com/product/jellyfish-by-ernst-haeckel-from-his-monograph-of-deep-sea-medusae-18792714891_print?sku=s6-13584803p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/jellyfish-by-ernst-haeckel-from-his-monograph-of-deep-sea-medusae-18792714891_print?sku=s6-13584803p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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Released from their temporary confinement, her atoms slowly spread out and diffused through the 

atmosphere. In sixty days’ time, they could be found in every handful of air on the planet. In one hundred 

days, some of her atoms, the vaporous water, had condensed into liquid and returned to the surface as rain, to 

be drunk and ingested by animals and plants. Some of her atoms were absorbed by light-utilizing organisms 

and transformed into tissues and tubules and leaves. Some were breathed in by oxygen creatures, incorporated 

into organs and bone. 

In a passage evocative of the central sentiment in Ursula K. Le Guin’s spare, stunning poem “Kinship,” he 

adds: 

Pregnant women ate animals and plants made of her atoms. A year later, babies contained some of her 

atoms… Several years after her death, millions of children contained some of her atoms. And their children 

would contain some of her atoms as well. Their minds contained part of her mind. 

Will these millions of children, for generations upon future generations, know that some of their atoms cycled 

through this woman? It is not likely. Will they feel what she felt in her life, will their memories have 

flickering strokes of her memories, will they recall that moment long ago when she stood by the window, 

guilt ridden and confused, and watched as the tadr bird circled the cistern? No, it is not possible. Will they 

have some faint sense of her glimpse of the Void? No, it is not possible. It is not possible. But I will let them 

have their own brief glimpse of the Void, just at the moment they pass from living to dead, from animate to 

inanimate, from consciousness to that which has no consciousness. For a moment, they will understand 

infinity. 

And the individual atoms, cycled through her body and then cycled through wind and water and soil, cycled 

through generations and generations of living creatures and minds, will repeat and connect and make a whole 

out of parts. Although without memory, they make a memory. Although impermanent, they make a 

permanence. Although scattered, they make a totality. 

Here we are, you and me, Walt and Alan, my grandmother who is and my grandfather who is no more — 

each of us a trembling totality, made of particles both absolutely vulnerable and absolutely indestructible, 

hungering for absolutes in a universe of relatives, hungering for permanence in a universe of ceaseless 

change, famished for meaning, for beauty, for emblems of existence. 

Out of these hungers, out of these contradictions, we make everything that invigorates life with aliveness: our 

art and our music, our poems and our mathematics, our novels and our loves. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/10/alan-lightman-death/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/20/ursula-k-le-guin-kinship-poem/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/03/27/alan-lightman-searching-for-stars-on-an-island-in-maine/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/10/alan-lightman-death/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Verr 

By Cesare Pavese 

Issue no. 155 (Summer 2000) 

Death will come and have your eyes. 

This one, the one who abides 

morning to night, the deaf one, 

the one who can't sleep, who sticks 

like a stupid habit, an old regret. 

Your eyes 

will be an idle word, 

a stifled cry, a silence— 

just as you see them 

every morning in the mirror 

when you stand there alone 

peering in. 

And hope, dear hope, 

we'll know on that day too 

that you are life 

and you are nothing. 

For each of us 

death has a certain look. 

Death will come and have your eyes. 

It will be like quitting 

a silly habit, 

like seeing in the mirror 

a dead face 

staring back, 

like listening to shut lips. 

Speechless, 

we'll step into the pit. 

                 —Translated by Eamon Grennan 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e9cdeb1a9c&e=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e9cdeb1a9c&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e9cdeb1a9c&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e9cdeb1a9c&e=d538c8f2e0
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Freedom Libraries and the Fight for Library Equity 

Freedom libraries in the south provided Black residents with access to spaces and books, whether in church 

basements or private homes. 

 

Freedom House library, September 1964 

  

via University of Southern Mississippi 

By: Ashawnta Jackson  

  

https://usm.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_cdbd4384-ac54-40e5-9cc7-0dc6ebca8ecb
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/ashawnta-jackson/
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January 10, 2022 

  

 3 minutes 

 Share Tweet Email Print 

In his acceptance speech at the National Book Awards in 2016, Congressman John Lewis spoke of his 

youth, and his love of books and reading. “I remember in 1956, when I was sixteen years old,” Lewis 

recalled. “Some of my brothers and sisters and cousins going down to the public library and trying to get 

library cards, and we were told that the library was for whites only.” Lewis’ experiences as a teenager in 

Alabama echoed those of Black people of all ages across the country. Libraries were as exclusionary as any 

other in Jim Crow era America. 

Prior to Plessy v. Ferguson (the “separate but equal” ruling), library scholars Maurice Wheeler, Debbie 

Johnson-Houston and Billie E. Walker point out, libraries didn’t allow Black patrons at all “except to 

return or collect materials for white patrons.” And Black people were “beaten, arrested, and often lost 

their jobs for attempting to register for library cards.” Once segregation was the law of the land, Black people 

advocated for their right to library services. Solutions came in many forms: Black branch libraries, segregated 

libraries where, as historian Stephen Cresswell writes, “despite the shared building, the entrances, reading 

rooms, and book collections were all rigidly segregated.” 

While there were freedom libraries all over the South, “the vast majority, approximately fifty, were 

located in Mississippi.” 

There were also Black-only library days, and rules which “permitted Blacks to come in and check out books 

but not to read magazines, browse, or take notes.” But perhaps one of the lesser-examined ways that Black 

citizens found solace in libraries was through the development of “freedom libraries,” libraries created in the 

South in the mid-1960s that provided Black residents “access to relevant informational and educational 

materials of high quality,” explains library and information science scholar Suzanne M. Stauffer. 

Freedom libraries were started by the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO), a civil rights supergroup 

made up of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee  (SNCC), Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference (SCLC), Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People (NAACP). COFO was also responsible for the Freedom Summer actions of 1964. While 

there were freedom libraries all over the South, “the vast majority, approximately fifty, were located in 

Mississippi,” Stauffer writes. 

Weekly Newsletter 

https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=419334385204394&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Ffreedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity%2F&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Ffreedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity%2F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Ffreedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity%2F&text=Freedom+Libraries+and+the+Fight+for+Library+Equity&via=JSTOR_Daily
mailto:?subject=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&body=Freedom%20libraries%20in%20the%20south%20provided%20Black%20residents%20with%20access%20to%20spaces%20and%20books%2C%20whether%20in%20church%20basements%20or%20private%20homes.%0D%0A%0D%0A%20Read%20More:%20https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Ffreedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity%2F
javascript:window.print()
https://lithub.com/its-a-good-day-to-rewatch-john-lewis-accept-the-national-book-award/
https://daily.jstor.org/remembering-the-civil-rights-movement-with-comics/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25649066?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25649066?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25548457?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25548457?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://daily.jstor.org/freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity/?utm_term=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity/?utm_term=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/libraries.5.1.0102?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/libraries.5.1.0102?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-freedom-vote-mobilized-black-mississippians/
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These libraries were housed in spaces ranging from “church basements to private homes” with collections 

ranging from a few dozen to over 20,000. At their peak, there were more than 80 freedom libraries throughout 

the south. Freedom Summer workers requested books from people and organizations in the North to fill the 

shelves, but as Cresswell points out, many of these donated books may not have been an improvement, with 

one Mississippi library receiving “a primer on the Esperanto language, annual reports of the Smithsonian 

Institution, fifteen-year-old science texts that had been heavily written in, and pre-1929 books on the 

American economy.” A later campaign to collect books, this time led by CORE, resulted in “approximately 

2500 new books about the Negro people, Africa, and social commentary … along with 300 Hootenanny 

records.” 

One freedom library organizing committee saw their work as helping “the Negro people gain the dignity of 

full freedom and equality.” Freedom libraries created safe spaces for Black communities, spaces where they 

could learn, develop, and explore. In closing his speech, Lewis— with tears in his eyes—reminded us all that 

it was never just about books. 

 

Support JSTOR Daily! Join our new membership program on Patreon today. 

 Share Tweet Email Print 

Have a correction or comment about this article? 
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Resources 

JSTOR is a digital library for scholars, researchers, and students. JSTOR Daily readers can access the original 

research behind our articles for free on JSTOR. 

A Brief History of Library Service to African Americans 

By: Maurice Wheeler, Debbie Johnson-Houston and Billie E. Walker 

American Libraries, Vol. 35, No. 2 (Feb., 2004), pp. 42-45 

American Library Association 

The Last Days of Jim Crow in Southern Libraries 

By: Stephen Cresswell 

Libraries & Culture, Vol. 31, No. 3/4 (Summer - Fall, 1996), pp. 557-573 

University of Texas Press 

“An Emergency Job Well Done” Friends of Freedom Libraries and the Mississippi Freedom Libraries 

By: Suzanne M. Stauffer 

Libraries: Culture, History, and Society, Vol. 5, No. 1 (2021), pp. 102-128 

Penn State University Press 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-

equity/?utm_term=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&utm_cam

paign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email   

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25649066?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25548457?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5325/libraries.5.1.0102?mag=freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity
https://daily.jstor.org/freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity/?utm_term=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/freedom-libraries-and-the-fight-for-library-equity/?utm_term=Freedom%20Libraries%20and%20the%20Fight%20for%20Library%20Equity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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Astronomers confront massive black hole at the heart of the Milky Way, Sagittarius A* 

Study finds mass at the center of the Milky Way is 99.9% from Sagittarius A* 

 
 

Four distant stars orbit a black hole 4.3 million times bigger than the sun. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 13, 2022 

At the center of the Milky Way is a supermassive black hole 4.3 million times bigger than the sun known as 

Sagittarius A*. Until recently, it was not clear how much of the matter at the heart of the galaxy was 

Sagittarius A*. Astronomers measured the velocities of four distant stars around the black hole. The 

movement of the stars indicates the mass at the galaxy’s center is composed almost entirely of matter from 

Sagittarius A*, leaving little room for stars, other black holes, interstellar dust and gas, or dark matter. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304214&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://noirlab.edu/public/news/noirlab2130/?lang
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"The Gemini observatories continue to deliver new insights into the nature of our galaxy and the enormous 

black hole at its center," said Martin Still, Gemini program officer at the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

"Further instrument development during the next decade intended for broad use will maintain Gemini’s 

leadership in the characterization of the universe around us." 

The team conducted the research at Gemini North in Hawaii, part of the international Gemini Observatory, a 

program of NOIRLab funded by NSF. The survey involved using spectroscopy from the Gemini Near 

Infrared Spectrograph to measure the velocity of the stars and the SINFONI instrument on the European 

Southern Observatory’s Very Large Telescope Interferometer to map the movement of the stars. Using the 

data from their observations, the team inferred that Sagittarius A* contains 99.9% of the mass at the galactic 

center. 

The next step for astronomers is to learn what remains hidden in the center of the Milky Way. What fills the 

space that Sagittarius A* hasn’t claimed for itself? More will be revealed when astronomers measure fainter, 

more distant stars with even greater precision. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304214&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/nsfs-national-optical-infrared-astronomy-research-laboratory-noirlab
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1839225&HistoricalAwards=false
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304214&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304214&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Could Mussels Save Humanity, again? 

BIOLOGY 

ByInvited Researcher January 17, 2022 0 comments 

Author: Xabier Irigoien, Scientific Director at AZTI – BRTA 

Human evolution, mollusks and essential fatty acids. Modified from Wikimedia Commons 

Once upon the time, or to be precise between 200 and 150 000 years ago, the incipient humanity was 

struggling with climatic conditions in its land of origin, Africa. A long glacial era, M2 1, had made it difficult 

to find food. And, although to what extent the population was reduced to a few hundred individuals is under 

debate 234, there is strong evidence that modern humans survived in coastal refuges feeding on mollusks, such 

as abalone, mussels and similar 567. The migration out of Africa also followed the coastline, where seafood 

was easily available 8. Actually, it has been hypothesized that the seafood diet was key for the evolution of 

modern humans and their disproportionate brains, which occurred just at that time 91011. Nowadays, humanity 

is once again facing a combined food security and climate change challenge. The expected 11 billion people 

on earth by 2050 will be confronted with a global warming which will endanger food production in different 

regions of the world. 

Naylor and colleagues 12 have nicely defined the key challenges of food security: Availability, Access, 

Nutrition and Stability. Availability is about having enough food for everybody and mainly concerns fresh 

water, or the energy needed to acquire it (pumping, desalination). With access to fresh water large arid 

regions could potentially be used for agriculture. There are other limitations, but fresh water is key. Access to 

food is in fact the real bottleneck we face. Right now, we produce more than enough food, but a large 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/biology/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://www.azti.es/en/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=73041739
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-2
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-3
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-4
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-5
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-6
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-7
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-8
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-9
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-10
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-11
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-12
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proportion of humanity does not have enough money to physically access it, to pay to have it in a market near 

their home. The increase of human population won’t take place in rich countries, where the population is 

either stable or declining, but in poor countries, mainly in Africa, again, whose growing population still won’t 

have enough money to pay for food produced in a factory in Europe. Nutrition refers to the fact that calories 

and proteins are not enough to feed people. Large numbers of people, even in rich countries, who eat enough 

calories, have diets that are deficient in microelements such as iron or other essential compounds such as 

polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs). Finally, stability refers to the fact that food production needs to be 

sustainable and stable in the long term, otherwise crises and famines will continue as the population increases 

and exhausts different ecosystems. 

Therefore, when you hear about the magic solutions that will feed 11 000 000 000 people, check that they 

fulfill the points above. Meat cultured in bioreactors, vegetal burgers and insects all have less impact in terms 

of freshwater consumption and CO2 emissions than beef production, but everything has less impact than beef. 

They need to be compared to other productions such as poultry and aquaculture, where the advantages with 

higher energy use levels are not so obvious 1314. But, in any case, they fail the access check. They are 

sophisticated technologies producing expensive products that can’t be paid for by people in the regions of the 

world where the population is growing. They might be a good business that contributes to reducing the global 

impact of rich countries and clear our conscience about slaughtering animals, but they’re unlikely to feed 

humanity. Equally, aquaculture of carnivorous fish such as salmon, which needs fishmeal composed of other 

fish and soya, might be a lower impact production, but it uses fresh water, land and proteins to produce a 

marine fish that did not need to compete for land and fresh water with food production 15. Other sources, such 

as a potential large biomass of mesopelagic fish 1617 show the same problems, even if really available and 

without considering the impact on carbon sequestration 18, they require technology and capital investments to 

fish them that poor countries do not have 19. 

In addition, there is the issue of nutrition. Other than calories, several essential nutrients are needed for a 

complete diet and the lack of them leads to disease. Between those nutrients there is one which is badly 

misunderstood, Omega3 fatty acids. Most people believe that Omega3 is a food complement, with a range of 

real and imaginary properties such as being anti-inflammatory, good for your joints and many others. 

However, some of the fatty acids encompassed under the general denomination Omega3 are essential for us. 

What does essential mean? That we need them, and that our body cannot synthesize them, so we must eat 

them. The polyunsaturated fatty acids in mammalian nervous systems are mainly docosahexaenoic acid 

(DHA) and arachidonic acid (AA). Those fatty acids are essential for the development and functioning of our 

brain and nervous system and the female’s body is depleted of them during pregnancy. The main source of 

such long chain fatty acids are aquatic foods because they are synthesized by microalgae and accumulated 

through the food chain. DHA levels in fish and shellfish are 2.5 to 100 times higher than in terrestrial lean 

meats. This is why fish is important in your diet. 

The conversion of the polyunsaturated fatty acids provided by terrestrial plants to AA and DHA is much more 

inefficient due to oxidation and all the enzymatic transformations needed. In terms of terrestrial food our best 

direct sources are bird’s eggs, animal brains and bone marrow, meat and finally nuts and oleaginous seeds that 

do not provide the essential fatty acids but precursors that our body can use, but as said in an inefficient way. 

This dependency of our nervous system on marine food is why it has been hypothesized that the final brain 

evolution leading to homo sapiens must have occurred in coastal areas (Broadhurst et al., 2002, op.cit.; 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-13
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-14
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-15
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-16
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-17
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-18
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/01/17/could-mussels-save-humanity-again/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9080-19
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Michael A. Crawford, 2002, op.cit. 202122). Still nowadays, it is estimated that roughly 80 % of these essential 

Omega3 fatty acids we consume come from fisheries and aquaculture (Prellezo pers. comm.). As we have 

seen, these essential nutrients cannot be easily replaced by terrestrial vegetables without using up a large 

fraction of the arable land and fresh water to produce nuts and oleaginous seeds, and even then, it is unlikely 

we could cover the needs of a large human population. As an example, it has been estimated that removing 

animals from US agriculture would result in a reduction of US greenhouse effect gases emissions of 2%, but 

at the cost of significant nutritional deficiencies. Nutritional deficiencies on what? Obviously deficiencies on 

the essential fatty acid we mentioned earlier, DHA and AA, together with some vitamins 23. On the other 

hand, fisheries have reached their maximum, and carnivorous fish aquaculture is using part of the wild 

catches and part of the oleaginous seed terrestrial production. So, without marine organisms or meat, human 

population can grow, but our brains will suffer deficiencies in essential fatty acids. 

This is where the mussel comes in. Mytiliculture, growing mussels, offers several advantages in relation to the 

check points we mentioned above. Mussel production has a very low environmental footprint. They are 

herbivores, consuming phytoplankton from the water and therefore they do not need to be fed. They do not 

consume fresh water, and they do not release nutrients to the water, on the contrary they contribute to reduce 

eutrophication by filtering microalgae from the water 24. In terms of CO2 emissions, mussels have the lowest 

emissions per gram of edible protein of any animal production, much lower than poultry or salmon, 40 to 50 

times lower than beef or similar 25. Even more interestingly, mussel culture is technologically simple, they can 

be grown in ropes hanging from platforms or directly in longlines. It is not only simple and uses well known 

methodologies, but it’s also not capital intensive. The financial resources needed to establish mussel farms are 

in the order of hundreds of thousands, not the tens of millions. Mussels only need space and phytoplankton 

rich waters to grow. It happens that the regions of the planet with the faster population growth, where food 

will be needed, do have both coastal space and phytoplankton. The Mauritanian upwelling, Namibia, the 

Agulhas current and the Somalian coast are some of the most productive waters in the planet. And, in 

nutritional terms, although not as rich as some fish, mussels are quite a good source of DHA and AA, as well 

as other micronutrients. Mussels are a source of proteins and essential fatty acids that can be grown at low 

cost, and in the regions where food will be most needed. Coming back to the previous check points, they fill 

the availability, accessibility, and nutritional points. And they are good candidates for a stable production. 

Obviously, mussels alone will not “save” humanity. Food provision will require the combination of different 

approaches in different regions, but mollusk aquaculture is one of the few remaining underexploited options 

(R. L. Naylor et al., 2021, op.cit.), that can be produced where it will be most needed. As indicated earlier, 

any other diet, vegan, cultured meat, insects or whatever will have to be complemented with DHA and AA to 

maintain our brain function. Therefore, as the whole planet will require essential fatty acids, mytiliculture in 

coastal areas, and the export of seafood, might contribute to increasing the income of those countries by 

producing something essential for the rest of humanity. 

If you remember the beginning of this article, the Agulhas currents in South Africa was one of the refuges 

where human populations survived during the M2 glaciation, and the East coast of Africa was the road early 

populations followed in their way out of Africa. It was also the region where our brain underwent its last 

evolutionary jump, likely thanks to a shellfish diet rich in DHA and AA, and perhaps the region that can once 

again provide humanity with the essential nutrients that will be needed soon. 
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Thanks are due to C.M. Duarte whose paper inspired this reflection and to O. Irigoyen for revising the English 

grammar. 
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Into the Submarine Fairyland: How Scientific Artist Else Bostelmann Invited the Terrestrial 

Imagination into the Wonder-World of the Deep Sea 

“Nothing in the upper world can compare with the luxury of this nether realm of the sea, with its colors, its 

atmosphere of mystery, of poise, and tranquility.” 

 

William Beebe inside the Bathysphere (Wildlife Conservation Society Photo Collection) 

BY MARIA POPOVA 
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“Contemplating the teeming life of the shore,” the poetic marine biologist Rachel Carson wrote as she 

reckoned with the ocean and the meaning of life, “we have an uneasy sense of the communication of some 

universal truth that lies just beyond our grasp… the ultimate mystery of Life itself.” Fifteen years earlier, she 

had invited the human imagination into the wonders of the underwater world — a world then more mysterious 

than the Moon — in an unexampled essay that later bloomed into her 1951 book The Sea Around Us, which 

won her the National Book Award and rendered her the most venerated science writer on the landmass. 

Carson dedicated the book to the pioneering explorer, marine biologist, ornithologist, and Wildlife 

Conservation Society naturalist William Beebe, who had gone deeper than any human had gone before in his 

epoch-making 1930s dives in the Bathysphere — the spherical submersible Beebe dreamt up with the deep-

sea diver and engineer Otis Barton, his sole companion inside the miniature globe reaching for the bottom of 

the world. 

It had only been a generation since the German oceanographer Carl Chun’s pioneering Valdiva expedition had 

emerged with stunningly illustrated evidence defying humanity’s shallow imagination, which had long 

deemed life below 300 fathoms impossible. But for all the wonders the Valdiva saw, it could not escape the 

blind spots of its epoch — the creatures it discovered were abducted from their underwater homes and 

dredged up for the scientists to study on the surface, lifeless. 

The Bathysphere reined in a new era of closer and more compassionate study, making Beebe the first scientist 

to observe deep-sea wildlife in their habitat, unharmed in their alien aliveness, moving silent and splendid 

amid a world he saw as “stranger than any imagination could have conceived,” irradiated by an “indefinable 

translucent blue quite unlike anything” known in the upper world. 

Upon returning from his first dive in the Bathysphere in 1930, Beebe exulted on the pages of the New York 

Zoological Society Bulletin: 

Here, under a pressure which, if loosened, in a fraction of a second would make amorphous tissue of a human 

being, breathing our own homemade atmosphere, sending a few comforting words chasing up and down a 

string of hose, here I was privileged to sit and try to crystallize something of value, seeing through inadequate 

eyes and interpreting by a mind wholly unequal to the task. 

Despite his lyrical gift with language, Beebe knew that words could only reach so far in conveying the 

complexity and wonder of the undersea world to humans whose eyes would never see it and whose 

imagination had not begun to fathom it. 

“Adequate presentation of what I saw on these dives is one of the most difficult things I ever attempted,” he 

reflected, likening the splendid irreducibility of it all to that of asking a foreigner who has spent a few hours in 

New York City to describe America. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/07/rachel-carson-the-edge-of-the-sea/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/02/28/undersea-rachel-carson/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/03/03/cephalopod-atlas-carl-chun/
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Previously unknown giant dragonfish (Bathysphaera intacta) circling the Bathysphere. Else Bostelmann, 

Bermuda, 1934. (Available as a print, a face mask, and stationery cards.) 

https://society6.com/product/deep-sea-fish-swimming-around-the-bathysphere-else-bostelmann-1930s_print?sku=s6-22882481p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
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A century after Walt Whitman imagined the “wars, pursuits, tribes, sight in those ocean-depths” of the 

unimaginable “world below the brine,” what opened the terrestrial imagination to the realities of that unseen 

and unfathomed world was the artwork of Else Bolstelmann (1882–1961) — some of it preserved in the 

Wildlife Conservation Society’s wonderful digital collections and featured in a Drawing Center exhibition; 

some, along with her surviving papers, brought to light by oceanographer Edith Widder in her heroic 

resuscitation of Bostelmann’s forgotten story; some hunted down and restored in my own dives into out-of-

print publications and antiquarian collections. 

(Monacanthus ciliatus), Bermuda, 1930.

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/05/29/john-cameron-mitchell-walt-whitman/
https://library.wcs.org/Archives/DigitalCollections.aspx
https://drawingcenter.org/exhibitions/exploratory-works-drawings-from-the-department-of-tropical-research-field-expeditions
https://tos.org/oceanography/assets/docs/29-4_widder.pdf
https://tos.org/oceanography/assets/docs/29-4_widder.pdf
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Saber-toothed viper fish (Chauliodus sloanei) chasing the larvae of ocean sunfish (Mona mona), Bermuda, 

1934. (Available as a print, a face mask, and stationery cards.) 

Born in Germany, where she was already an established artist before marrying an American cellist and 

emigrating to New York in her late twenties, Bostelmann was approaching fifty when she heard that the 

National Geographic Society was sponsoring a trailblazing oceanographic expedition to explore the wonders 

of the deep, launching from Beebe’s research station off the coast of Bermuda’s marvelously named Nonsuch 

Island. 

Else Bostelmann at work in her surface studio. 

A single mother widowed for nearly a decade, keen to put her artistic gift of beauty in the service of our 

search for scientific truth, she got a hold of Beebe via the New York Zoological Society at the Bronx Zoo, 

offering her time and talent to his endeavor. Beebe — who believed in the power of the fine arts to render the 

mysteries of nature and the abstractions of science real — was instantly taken with her exuberant precision, 

with the striking colors emanating from an unfaltering fidelity to form, and hired her as scientific artist for the 

expedition. 

https://society6.com/product/saber-toothed-viper-fish-chasing-ocean-fish-larvae-by-else-bostelmann-bermuda-1930s6450299_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
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In Bermuda, Else Bostelmann went on to create more than three hundred stunning plates of marine creatures, 

many of them previously unseen by human eyes. Two centuries after a Dutch engraver and atlas-maker gave 

the world the half-imagined fantastical fishes of the first marine encyclopedia illustrated in color, Bostelmann 

brought to life the whimsy of reality. 

 

Spookfish (Opisthoproctidae), Bermuda, 1930s. (Available as a print, a face mask, and stationery cards.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/08/15/louis-renard-poissons/
https://society6.com/product/spookfish-opisthoproctidae-by-else-bostelmann-1930s_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
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Leather-fish Previously unknown species (Saccopharynx harrisoni), Bermuda, 1931. 
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Astonishingly, Bostelmann never submerged in the Bathysphere herself — she later recalled that because she 

was the single mother of a teenage daughter, Beebe could not bring himself to put her in danger. (Not an 

unreasonable worry, given that on one of the unpeopled test submersions, something went awry and the 

Bathysphere filled with water, certain to have vanquished any human life therein.) 

Going only by Beebe’s verbal descriptions, dictated from the underwater wonderland via a telephone line 

inside the hose by which the Bathysphere dangled from the ship, she became the marine biologist’s prosthetic 

eye, a human periscope in reverse, bringing to life the strange and wondrous creatures of the deep — flying 

snails and whiskered shrimp and saber-toothed fish — in watercolor, gouache, and pencil. 

Upon his return to the surface, Beebe recalled that the two of them would go into an “artistic huddle” and 

slowly refine the “proportions, size, color, lights,” and other details of his “brain fish,” integrating his memory 

of the sight with the artwork, until a “splendid finished painting” emerged. 

Spiked and tentacled and bioluminescent, monstrous and magical with their prehistoric jaws and their 

otherworldly colors, Bostelmann and Beebe’s co-created creatures peer out of her paintings with their 

perpetually wonder-stricken lidless eyes and ever-hungry mouths. She gave them titles like Big Bad Wolves of 

an Abyssal Chamber of Horrors and grew especially enchanted by the saber-toothed viper fish. She delighted 

in their strangeness, in their marvelous monstrosity, in her role as imagist of the deep sublime. 
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Saber-toothed viper fish approaching shrimp for attack, Bermuda, 1930s. (Available as a print, a face mask, 

https://society6.com/product/fish-and-shrimp-by-else-bostelmann-bermuda-1930s_print?sku=s6-22883013p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
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and stationery cards.) Saber-

toothed viperfish attacking shrimp, Bermuda, 1930s.

https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
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Big Bad Wolves of an Abyssal Chamber of Horrors, Bermuda, 1934. 
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Post-larval tropical fish, Bermuda, 1930s.

 

Black swallower fish 
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Black swallower fish with stomach contents 
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Five-lined constellation fish (Bathysidus pentagrammus), Bermuda, 1932. 
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Blue and orange nudibranch, Bermuda, 1931. 
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Flying pelagic snails, Bermuda, 1930s. 
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Illustrating Beebe’s books and essays for the general public, and paying for her daughter’s education, 

Bostelmann’s artwork made its way into magazines and museums, into National Geographic and the New 

York Academy of Sciences, inspiring generations of scientists and awakening millions of ordinary people to 

the otherworldly enchantments of our home planet. 

In an era when women — including trained scientists like Carson — were still not allowed on government 

research vessels, Bostelmann was one of several female artists and scientific collaborators who accompanied 

Beebe on his expeditions. That Beebe — widely remembered as a man of warmhearted sincerity and 

generosity of spirit — put women in leadership positions no doubt speaks to his values, an epoch ahead of his 

era. But he was also a pragmatist — in assembling his team, he sought “adaptable scientific students” willing 

to go along with his daring ideas and he found that women often had those qualities. When Theodore 

Roosevelt visited Beebe’s “little party of naturalists,” he found them partaking of that “rare combination of 

working had at a task in which their souls delighted, and also taking part in a thrilling kind of picnic.” 

Science, at its best, is indeed just that — a feast of knowledge on a flying picnic-blanket of wonder. 

this reverie for the grandeur of life with the cruelties of science, as commonly practiced in her day. The 

animals she drew from “specimens” ranged from smaller than a pea to longer than a foot — each a “mythic 

creature drawn up from the murky, unexplored depths of the ocean,” each revealing “a new world of 

undreamt beauty” under the microscope, yet each robbed of life on the way to her desk. As she watched them 

emerge from the rose-tinted waters in the trawl nets at sunset, she sorrowed for the “little captives” and 

eulogized their lot with uncommon compassion. More than half a century before Thomas Nagel’s 

classic What Is It Like to Be a Bat? challenged our human consciousness — and conscience — to imagine the 

creaturely experience of creatures radically unlike us but also aglow with sentience and sensitivity, 

Bostelmann wrote: 

The fish have made a long journey up to my table and, far from their home in eternal night, they have found 

here an unsought destiny. For hours, perhaps, they had been pulled along in one of the long silk nets trailing 

behind the stern of a sea going tug. From the net there was no way of escape, nor from the Mason jar fastened 

at the very end of the net. Thus, from the depths of an everlasting night — about 1000 fathoms — and an ice 

cold temperature, through an enormous change of pressure, they had been drawn up into a sun-flooded world 

where they could not possibly adjust themselves. For these reasons they lay lifeless before me. 

But as much as Bostelmann cherished her rare access to the world’s unseen wonders, she could not reconcile  

And so she decided to draw from life, at the bottom of the ocean where life dwelled. 

Although Bostelmann never submerged in the Bathysphere, she took dives of her own closer to the surface, 

clad in sneakers, a red bathing suit, and the era’s cutting-edge aquanaut equipment, which a mere century later 

appears to us as a specimen from the Atlantis of time, as exotic as Lancelot’s armor. (Being an artist above all 

else, she actually preferred the shallower waters, as she found that below 25 feet the world lost much of its 

color, particularly the fiery reds and oranges she so loved — those longer-wavelength colors easiest for water 
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molecules to absorb and snatch from human eyes, leaving only glimmers of the shortest-wave blues and 

purples in the deep ocean.) 

Bathylagus glacialis eating plankton, Bermuda, 1930. 

Writing with ravishing poetry of sentiment, in a language not her native, Bostelmann described her rapturous 

first encounter with what she called the “submarine fairyland,” into which she descended from a rickety forty-

foot metal ladder with a sixteen-pound copper diving helmet pressing down on her shoulders: 

I felt suddenly suspended in a maze of turquoise-green color as I swayed uncertainly back and forth on the 

ladder… Through the glass window of the helmet, I still saw the coastline with its white sand, its leaning 

cedars, and its little houses among which was my island home. But all were now distorted in a very unnatural 

way by the surface ripples. Hesitantly, step by step, I went downward, thrilled with the expectancy of the vast 

unknown. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

96 

 

Predatory fish chasing small squid, Bermuda, 1930s. 
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Saber-toothed 

viper fish attacking small ocean sunfish, Bermuda, 1930s. (Available as a print, a face mask, and stationery 

cards.) 

At around ten feet below, a sudden pain pierced her ears, making it unthinkable to go a step further. But as 

she looked around, the wonder of it all — “a magnificent valley with peaks of tall coral reefs, swaying sea-

https://society6.com/product/saber-toothed-viperfish-eating-small-ocean-sunfish-by-else-bostelmann-bermuda-1930s_print?sku=s6-22883005p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
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plumes, slender gorgonians, purple sea-fans” — dissolved any awareness of the pain, and down she went, 

until her feet touched “the softest, whitest sand imaginable in which the gentle current had designed 

symmetrical ripples.” 

She had arrived. The surface shimmered six fathoms above her, only about the height of a two-story house, 

yet a world apart. Hers was the magical realism of reality’s magic, the origami of time, folding past and future 

into a single form of absolute aliveness: 

I had descended to fairyland… I felt as though I were viewing a grand stage setting. Vertical sunbeams broke 

through the absolute brightness of these levels. Spellbound, I feasted my eyes on fantastic coral formations 

which, only a short distance way, aded into blue shadowy silhouettes, building themselves up into columns 

and castles of unknown architecture. Bridges, as I approached them, proved to be bent-over sea-plumes; 

slender corals reared in the near distance like phantom towers. Everywhere absolute stillness — yet ceaseless 

activity. For all these formations are colonies of tiny living creatures which, during untold years, have been 

building their coral dwellings one upon another, the new upon the old. 

There, Else Bostelmann set about drawing from life. 

On her first dive, she took a small zinc engraver’s plate with a steel pencil attached to it, hoping to record the 

rough contours of the life-forms she saw. This quickly proved a doomed endeavor — she could barely bend 

her head without losing her air supply, and the underwater pressure made her hands move at glacial speed as 

she attempted to drag the pencil over the plate. 

Next, with the science-informed confidence that oil paint would retain both its consistency and its brilliancy 

because it couldn’t mix with water, she tried taking real paint and brushes down below — tying her 

paintbrushes to one handle of a wash-tub, squeezing paint colors on its bottom as if it were a palette, and tying 

a string to the other handle to drag the entire contraption behind her as she dove with the canvas under her 

other arm. 

This, too, ended up “quite amusing” a flop: First, she realized she could only paint by laying her supplies onto 

the ocean floor and awkwardly kneeling over them; then, reaching for the blue paint but dipping her paint in 

the green, she realized that her human eyes were not adapted to judging even these most proximate distances 

accurately underwater; finally, upon reaching back to the palette for the correct color, she realized that in her 

discombobulation, she had forgotten to tie it and the current had carried it away. 

But she persisted. After many dives and much experimentation, she finally arrived at her proper underwater 

studio setup: Using a music stand as an easel, she tied a stretched canvas onto it and had another crew 

member lower it by rope from the boat after her descent. To her palette, filled with the colors of the rainbow 

and weighed down with lead, she tied her paintbrushes and delighted in watching their wooden handles float 

felicitously upright, bobbing in the gentle current. 
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Else Bostelmann’s cartoon of her underwater studio, Christian Science Monitor, July 18, 1935. 

With this improbable and inventive system, Bostelmann captured the essential form and color of what she 

saw, which she then developed in finer detail at her surface studio, managing thus to “record correct colors of 

unbelievable charm from some of Nature’s grandest compositions.” Nothing like it had been attempted 

before, and nothing like it has been accomplished since. 

By the end of the 1930s — a decade that marked a Copernican revolution in our understanding of life in the 

bluest regions of our pale blue dot — Bostelmann wrote of the submarine fairyland she had rendered real and 

rapturous for the oversea world: 
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All this artistic beauty of the wonder world of the shallow waters, as well as of the mysterious realms of the 

deep ocean, has existed for aeons of time all unknown to us. But now we can utilize it, bring it within reach of 

our modern life, enjoy it as part of our daily existence. 

[…] 

Nothing in the upper world can compare with the luxury of this nether realm of the sea, with its colors, its 

atmosphere of mystery, of poise, and tranquility. No modern adventure can surpass the supreme joy of 

exploring its unique grandeur. 

Complement with the daring life and art of pioneering plant ecologist Edith Clements, who a generation 

earlier did for mountain flowers what Bostelmann did for undersea fauna, then revisit the story of how the 

German marine biologist Ernst Haeckel turned his personal tragedy into transcendent art in his otherworldly 

visual studies of jellyfish, in the course of which he coined the word ecology. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/14/else-bostelmann/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/07/22/rocky-mountain-flowers-edith-clements/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/03/26/ernst-haeckel-medusae/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/03/26/ernst-haeckel-medusae/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/14/else-bostelmann/?mc_cid=b4307fe46e&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Real Science of the Multiverse 

Explaining some of the mind-bending science behind the popular science fiction trope. 

 

Spider-Man: No Way Home 

Columbia Pictures 

By: Jess Romeo  

 The Marvel Cinematic Universe is immense—and with the addition of the “multiverse,” it’s growing even 

bigger. It’s a classic science fiction trope, allowing characters to jump between timelines and realities and 

even encounter alternative versions of themselves. Marvel’s latest Spider-man film showcases a rogues 

gallery from across parallel universes. And as fantastical as it sounds, Marvel’s web of timey-wimey 

weirdness may not be that far off from reality. 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/jess-romeo/
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“The notion of parallel universes leapt out of the pages of fiction into scientific journals in the 1990s,” 

writes cosmologist George Ellis in Scientific American. “Many scientists claim that mega-millions of other 

universes, each with its own laws of physics, lie out there, beyond our visual horizon. They are collectively 

known as the multiverse.” 

Real-life multiverse theories include everything from branching timelines to exact copies of our 

world. Physicist Max Tegmark has arranged four distinct “levels” of multiverse into a hierarchy, where 

each type of universe grows progressively different from our own. 

Basically—space is so mind-blowingly big that, eventually, it has to repeat itself. 

The most straightforward multiverse scenario is the Level I Multiverse. First, we must assume that space is 

infinite, stretching out in all directions, forever. However, the observable universe (everything we can see) is 

not infinite. Parallel worlds lie beyond this cosmic horizon. Basically, space is so mind-blowingly big that, 

eventually, it has to repeat itself. This includes the existence of perfect doppelgängers (Tegmark uses 

probability to estimate that your nearest duplicate is 10^118 meters away). According to Ellis, “Nearly all 

cosmologists today (including me) accept this type of multiverse.” In a Level I multiverse, Tom Holland’s 

Spider-man could certainly exist alongside Andrew Garfield’s and Toby Maguire’s Spider-men. 

The Level II multiverse is trippier. According to Tegmark, it is comprised of “an infinite set of distinct Level I 

multiverses, some perhaps with different spacetime dimensionality and different physical constants.” As the 

vacuum of space continues to expand and spawn other universes, “some regions of space stop stretching and 

form distinct bubbles, like gas pockets in a loaf of rising bread,” explains Tegmark. When Dr. Strange travels 

to an unfamiliar, psychedelic dimension, he may have popped into one of the Level II multiverse bubbles. 

Weekly Newsletter 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

At Level III, we find the multiverse scenario has “drawn the most fire in the past decades,” writes Tegmark. 

Unlike the other models, this theory doesn’t add qualitatively new universes. Instead, the multiverse forms 

around you, as random events cause the timeline to split. Imagine rolling a die, and instead of landing on a 

single number, it lands on all values at once. We can “conclude that the die lands on different values in 

different universes,” writes Tegmark. Voila! Six new branches of reality are formed. This mind-bending 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26002750?mag=the-real-science-of-the-multiverse
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26060282?mag=the-real-science-of-the-multiverse
https://daily.jstor.org/the-real-science-of-the-multiverse/?utm_term=The%20Real%20Science%20of%20the%20Multiverse&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01132022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/
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model is called the “many-worlds interpretation.” It may seem familiar if you’ve watched the Marvel 

show Loki, where time-traveling agents work to prune the branching timeline, and avert random events that 

could cause it to split out of control. 

Once you reach the final level, Level IV, all bets are off. It is comprised of multiverse models that don’t obey 

even the most fundamental laws of nature. Tegmark calls it “the ultimate type of parallel universe.” This 

models “opens up the full realm of possibility,” he continues. “Universes can differ not just in location, 

cosmological properties or quantum state but also in the laws of physics. Existing outside of space and time, 

they are almost impossible to visualize; the best one can do is to think of them abstractly, as static sculptures 

that represent the mathematical structure of the physical laws that govern them.” Perhaps we’ll get to see this 

type of multiverse in Marvel’s next project? 
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Scientific American, Vol. 305, No. 2 (August 2011), pp. 38-43 

Scientific American, a division of Nature America, Inc. 

Parallel Universes 

By: Max Tegmark 

Scientific American, Vol. 288, No. 5 (MAY 2003), pp. 40-51 

Scientific American, a division of Nature America, Inc. 
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4. Herbs & Verbs: How to Do Witchcraft for Real 

5. Rednecks: A Brief History 

More Stories 

 

PLANTS & ANIMALS 

Plant of the Month: Cassava 

Cassava can grow in hot climates with little rainfall. It may be the "root crop of the century." 
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SUSTAINABILITY & THE ENVIRONMENT 

What is in an Ice Core? 

Climate science frequently references ice cores, but it's what is in the cores that matters to science and history. 
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HEALTH 

How Physicians Became Scientists 

The introduction of formal peer review to journals aided medical doctors in their quest to bring more 

scientific rigor to their field. 
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SUSTAINABILITY & THE ENVIRONMENT 

Off-Trail Trampling Has Lasting Impacts 

Sometimes taking the trail less traveled actually does more harm than good. 
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Francesca Vidotto: The Quantum Properties of Space-Time 
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Climate-driven disease devastates seagrass health 

Researchers find more seagrass wasting disease outbreaks 

 
 

Coastal ecosystems depend on eelgrass beds, such as one on Bainbridge Island, Washington. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 13, 2022 

In an oceanic omen for climate change's intensifying effects, new research shows that seagrass suffers from a 

lesion-filled wasting disease through large swaths of intertidal meadows in the Pacific Northwest. The 

grasses' once vibrant root systems are deteriorating. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304215&org=NSF
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The research was published in the journal Frontiers in Marine Science. 

"Not only are we seeing more seagrass wasting disease outbreaks, we're seeing a severe impact in the vital 

nutrient stores of these plants in the roots -- so they become compromised late in the growing season, setting 

them up for a harder winter," said co-lead author Olivia Graham at Cornell University. 

 

Eelgrass normally thrives in the San Juan Islands, Washington, on the Salish Sea along the Canadian border. 

Graham describes the seagrass meadow environment as bountiful underwater rainforests, which clean the 

waters and support herring, salmon, perch, clams, mussels and oysters. Nearby, orca whales feast on Chinook 

salmon -- the largest of the Pacific salmon -- which live in these tidal grasslands. 

Seagrass wasting disease has been present for years, thanks to the warming waters of climate change. The 

paper confirms that below the muddy beds, the plant's roots are compromised. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-funded researchers marked hundreds of plants at low tide and followed 

the meadows’ fate over several weeks. This "mark and recapture" method showed that seagrass with disease 

lesions grew more slowly and produced less storage sugars than their healthy counterparts. 

"This answers a long-standing question about whether this disease does actual damage," said senior author 

Drew Harvell at Cornell. "Unfortunately, it is a resounding 'yes.'" 

Eelgrass plants spread vegetatively, Harvell said, noting that seagrass roots have huge systems where 

carbohydrates and sugars get manufactured and stored to expand their own lush networks. 

"We learned that the lesioned plants had reduced starch reserves and grow more slowly, so now we can say 

that the wasting disease is even bigger than most thought -- and the harm goes well beyond the lesions," 

Harvell said. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304215&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2021.768668/full
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2021/12/climate-driven-disease-compromises-seagrass-health
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1829921&HistoricalAwards=false
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
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Nothing for It 

By Anne Carson 

Issue no. 151 (Summer 1999) 

Your glassy wind breaks on a shoutless shore and stirs around 

                                                                                                the rose. 

   Lo how 

         before a great snow, 

before the gliding emptiness of the night coming on us, 

   our lanterns throw 

         shapes of old companions 

and 

   a cold pause after. 

         What knife skinned off 

            that hour. 

            Sank the buoys. 

         Blows on what was our house. 

Nothing for it just row. 

  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a118f51ecd&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a118f51ecd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a118f51ecd&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a118f51ecd&e=d538c8f2e0
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The Constitution and the Union 

 

 

Daniel Webster delivered this speech on the floor of the U.S. Senate on March 7, 1850. Retrieved from the 

book, Daniel Webster for Young Americans: The Greatest Speeches of the Defender of the 

Constitution (1903). For your reference, here is the U.S. Constitution. 

_________ 

Mr. President,—I wish to speak to-day, not as a Massachusetts man, nor as a Northern man, but as an 

American, and a member of the Senate of the United States. It is fortunate that there is a Senate of the United 

States; a body not yet moved from its propriety, not lost to a just sense of its own dignity and its own high 

responsibilities, and a body to which the country looks, with confidence, for wise, moderate, patriotic, and 

healing counsels. It is not to be denied that we live in the midst of strong agitations, and are surrounded by 

very considerable dangers to our institutions and government. The imprisoned winds are let loose. The East, 

the North, and the stormy South combine to throw the whole sea into commotion, to toss its billows to the 

skies, and disclose its profoundest depths. I do not affect to regard myself, Mr. President, as holding, or as fit 

to hold, the helm in this combat with the political elements; but I have a duty to perform, and I mean to 

perform it with fidelity, not without a sense of existing dangers, but not without hope. I have a part to act, not 

https://americanliterature.com/history/us-congress-senate-and-states/declaration/united-states-constitution
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for my own security or safety, for I am looking out for no fragment upon which to float away from the wreck, 

if wreck there must be, but for the good of the whole, and the preservation of all; and there is that which will 

keep me to my duty during this struggle, whether the sun and the stars shall appear, or shall not appear, for 

many days. I speak to-day for the preservation of the Union. “Hear me for my cause.” I speak to-day, out of a 

solicitous and anxious heart, for the restoration to the country of that quiet and that harmony which make the 

blessings of this Union so rich, and so dear to us all. These are the topics that I propose to myself to discuss; 

these are the motives, and the sole motives, that influence me in the wish to communicate my opinions to the 

Senate and the country; and if I can do anything, however little, for the promotion of these ends, I shall have 

accomplished all that I expect. 

Peaceable secession impossible. 

Mr. President, I should much prefer to have heard from every member on this floor declarations of opinion 

that this Union could never be dissolved, than the declaration of opinion by anybody that, in any case, under 

the pressure of any circumstances, such a dissolution was possible. I hear with distress and anguish the word 

“secession,” especially when it falls from the lips of those who are patriotic, and known to the country, and 

known all over the world, for their political services. Secession! Peaceable secession! Sir, your eyes and mine 

are never destined to see that miracle. The dismemberment of this vast country without convulsion! The 

breaking up of the fountains of the great deep without ruffling the surface! Who is so foolish—I beg 

everybody’s pardon—as to expect to see any such thing? Sir, he who sees these States now revolving in 

harmony around a common centre, and expects to see them quit their places and fly off without convulsion, 

may look the next hour to see the heavenly bodies rush from their spheres, and jostle against each other in the 

realms of space, without causing the wreck of the universe. There can be no such thing as a peaceable 

secession. Peaceable secession is an utter impossibility. Is the great Constitution under which we live, 

covering this whole country,—is it to be thawed and melted away by secession, as the snows on the mountain 

melt under the influence of a vernal sun, disappear almost unobserved, and run off? No, Sir! No, Sir! I will 

not state what might produce the disruption of the Union; but, Sir, I see as plainly as I see the sun in heaven 

what that disruption itself must produce; I see that it must produce war, and such a war as I will not describe, 

in its twofold character. 

Peaceable secession! Peaceable secession! The concurrent agreement of all the members of this great republic 

to separate? A voluntary separation, with alimony on one side and on the other! Why, what would be the 

result? Where is the line to be drawn? What States are to secede? What is to remain American? What am I to 

be? An American no longer? Am I to become a sectional man, a local man, a separatist, with no country in 

common with the gentlemen who sit around me here, or who fill the other house of Congress? Heaven forbid! 

Where is the flag of the republic to remain? Where is the eagle still to tower? or is he to cower, and shrink, 

and fall to the ground? Why, Sir, our ancestors, our fathers and our grandfathers, those of them that are yet 

living amongst us with prolonged lives, would rebuke and reproach us; and our children and our 

grandchildren would cry out shame upon us, if we of this generation should dishonor these ensigns of the 

power of the government and the harmony of that Union which is every day felt among us with so much joy 

and gratitude. What is to become of the army? What is to become of the navy? What is to become of the 

public lands? How is each of the thirty States to defend itself? 

The idea of a Southern Confederacy. 
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I know, although the idea has not been stated distinctly, there is to be, or it is supposed possible that there will 

be, a Southern Confederacy. I do not mean, when I allude to this statement, that any one seriously 

contemplates such a state of things. I do not mean to say that it is true, but I have heard it suggested elsewhere 

that the idea has been entertained, that, after the dissolution of this Union, a Southern Confederacy might be 

formed. I am sorry, Sir, that it has ever been thought of, talked of, or dreamed of, in the wildest flights of 

human imagination.  

But the idea, so far as it exists, must be of a separation assigning the slave States to one side and the free 

States to the other. Sir, I may express myself too strongly, perhaps, but there are impossibilities in the natural 

as well as in the physical world, and I hold the idea of a separation of these States, those that are free to form 

one government, and those that are slaveholding to form another, as such an impossibility. We could not 

separate the States by any such line, if we were to draw it. We could not sit down here to-day and draw a line 

of separation that would satisfy any five men in the country. There are natural causes that would keep and tie 

us together, and there are social and domestic relations which we could not break if we would, and which we 

should not if we could. 

Liberty and Union. 

Instead of speaking of the possibility or utility of secession, instead of dwelling in those caverns of darkness, 

instead of groping with those ideas so full of all that is horrid and horrible, let us come out into the light of 

day; let us enjoy the fresh air of Liberty and Union; let us cherish those hopes which belong to us; let us 

devote ourselves to those great objects that are fit for our consideration and our action; let us raise our 

conceptions to the magnitude and the importance of the duties that devolve upon us; let our comprehension be 

as broad as the country for which we act, our aspirations as high as its certain destiny; let us not be pygmies in 

a case that calls for men. Never did there devolve on any generation of men higher trusts than now devolve 

upon us, for the preservation of this Constitution and the harmony and peace of all who are destined to live 

under it.  

Let us make our generation one of the strongest and brightest links in that golden chain which is destined, I 

fondly believe, to grapple the people of all the States to this Constitution for ages to come. We have a great 

popular, constitutional government, guarded by law and by judicature, and defended by the affections of the 

whole people. No monarchical throne presses these States together, no iron chain of military power encircles 

them; they live and stand under a government popular in its form, representative in its character, founded 

upon principles of equality, and so constructed, we hope, as to last forever. In all its history it has been 

beneficent; it has trodden down no man’s liberty; it has crushed no State. Its daily respiration is liberty and 

patriotism; its yet youthful veins are full of enterprise, courage, and honorable love of glory and renown. 

Large before, the country has now, by recent events, become vastly larger.  

This republic now extends, with a vast breadth, across the whole continent. The two great seas of the world 

wash the one and the other shore. We realize, on a mighty scale, the beautiful description of the ornamental 

border of the buckler of Achilles:— 
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Now, the broad shield complete, the artist crowned 

With his last hand, and poured the ocean round; 

In living silver seemed the waves to roll, 

And beat the buckler’s verge, and bound the whole. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/history/daniel-webster/speech/the-constitution-and-the-union  
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Winter is coming: Researchers uncover a surprising cause of the Little Ice Age 

Cold era, lasting from early 15th to mid-19th centuries, triggered by unusually warm conditions 

 
 

Researchers have found a cause of the Little Ice Age. Here, the frozen River Thames in 1677. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 12, 2022 

Research by University of Massachusetts Amherst scientists provides a new answer to one of the persistent 

questions in historical climatology, environmental history and the earth sciences: What caused the Little Ice 

Age? The answer, we now know, is a paradox: warming. 

The Little Ice Age was one of the coldest periods of the past 10,000 years, a period of cooling that was 

particularly pronounced in the North Atlantic region. This cold spell, whose precise timeline scientists debate, 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304203&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.umass.edu/news/article/winter-coming-researchers-uncover-surprising-cause-little-ice-age
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but which seems to have set in around 600 years ago, was responsible for crop failures, famines and 

pandemics throughout Europe, resulting in misery and death for millions. 

To date, the mechanisms that led to this harsh climate state have remained inconclusive. Now, U.S. National 

Science Foundation-funded research results published in Science Advances give an up-to-date picture of the 

events that brought about the Little Ice Age. Surprisingly, the cooling appears to have been triggered by an 

unusually warm episode. 

When co-authors Francois Lapointe and Raymond Bradley began carefully examining their 3,000-year 

reconstruction of North Atlantic sea surface temperatures, they noticed something surprising: a sudden change 

from very warm conditions in the late 1300s to unprecedented cold conditions in the early 1400s, only 20 

years later. 

Using detailed marine records, Lapointe and Bradley discovered that there was an abnormally strong 

northward transfer of warm water in the late 1300s which peaked around 1380. As a result, the waters south 

of Greenland and the Nordic Seas became much warmer than usual. "No one had recognized this before," said 

Lapointe. 

Normally, there is a transfer of warm water from the tropics to the Arctic. It's a well-known process called the 

Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation, or AMOC, which is like a planetary "conveyor belt." Typically, 

warm water from the tropics flows north along the coast of Northern Europe, and when it reaches higher 

latitudes and meets colder Arctic waters, it loses heat and becomes denser, causing the water to sink to the 

bottom of the ocean. This deep-water formation then flows south along the coast of North America and 

continues to circulate around the world. 

But in the late 1300s the AMOC strengthened significantly, which meant that far more warm water than usual 

was moving north, resulting in rapid Arctic ice loss. Over the course of a few decades spanning the late 1300s 

to early 1400s, vast amounts of ice were flushed out into the North Atlantic, which not only cooled the North 

Atlantic waters, but also diluted their saltiness, ultimately causing the AMOC to collapse. It is this collapse 

that then triggered a substantial cooling. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304203&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 
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Eight Women Astronomers You Should Know 

A guided tour of selected luminaries of astronomy, from Ancient Greece to today. 

 

Top Row: Hypatia, Andrea Ghez, Henrietta Leavitt, Mary Somerville. Bottom Row: Sara Seager, Emilie du 

Chatelet, Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin, Caroline Herschel.  

via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Sidney Perkowitz  

Andrea Ghez, a professor of physics and astronomy at UCLA, shared the 2020 Nobel Prize in physics for 

finding a supermassive black hole stuffed with 4 million suns at the center of our galaxy. Among the four 

female Nobel Laureates in physics to date, Ghez is the only astronomer. Her award is a pinnacle for women in 

astronomy and astrophysics. Yet women astronomers remain a minority and often encounter a lack of 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/sidney-perkowitz/
https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/physics/2020/press-release/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

120 

recognition, unwelcoming career paths, and harassment. But today women participate and publish in 

astronomy and astrophysics at higher rates than in physics overall, producing world-class research. 

Hypatia 

The first astronomical female was Urania, the Greek muse of astronomy. She was important in mythology as 

the daughter of Zeus, whose realm was the sky. Besides this divine heritage, Urania came to be portrayed as 

making measurements on a globe, symbolizing women doing astronomical science. In that ancient era, there 

was one real astronomical woman: Hypatia (c. 355–415 CE) was a mathematician, astronomer, and 

philosopher who lived in Alexandria and worked on tables related to Ptolemy’s astronomical 

treatise Almagest. 

Émilie du Châtelet 

Centuries passed before other women studying the sky would make their mark. As women become more 

prominent, we are learning about their past work, including overlooked research. Three particular early 

astronomical women display diverse scientific contributions, though the paths by which they entered the male 

world of astronomy are distinct. The eighteenth-century Frenchwoman Émilie du Châtelet and the 

nineteenth-century Scotswoman Mary Somerville each enhanced existing astrophysical theory, as described 

in the poet and philosopher Emily Grosholz’s review “Candles in the Dark.” In the era between these two 

lives, the German-born Englishwoman Caroline Herschel was widely recognized for her telescopic 

observations of comets and nebulae, as presented in a study by the physicist and historian of science Emily 

Winterburn. 

Weekly Newsletter 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Du Châtelet was born in 1706 to an aristocratic family. Her father, chief of protocol at Louis XIV’s 

Versailles, recognized her intelligence and brought tutors and leading scientists who taught her six languages, 

mathematics, and physics. 

This enabled her to contribute to the astrophysics of the time, which asked this important question: what 

causes planetary motion? Isaac Newton ascribed it to the universal gravitational force presented in his 

https://daily.jstor.org/3-women-philosophers-of-the-enlightenment/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43489293?mag=eight-women-astronomers-you-should-know
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26312894?mag=eight-women-astronomers-you-should-know
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/
https://www.aps.org/publications/apsnews/200812/physicshistory.cfm
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foundational work Principia Mathematica (1687). René Descartes thought instead that particles swirling in 

the heavens moved the planets and caused the Earth’s gravity. Seeing the superior predictive power of 

Newton’s approach, du Châtelet, with her lover, the great French writer Voltaire, wrote Institutions de 

Physique (1740) to present Newton’s theory. Du Châtelet updated it by replacing Newton’s geometric 

methods with the powerful new tool of calculus. This reworking of Newtonian ideas in French greatly aided 

their acceptance over Cartesian theory in Europe. 

Mary Somerville 

Du Châtelet’s fame faded in time, whereas Mary Somerville was honored in 2017 with her portrait on a 

Scottish banknote, but her circumstances were far more modest. Born in 1780, this daughter of a British 

admiral received only limited education, but taught herself mathematics and astronomy and learned French. 

She found an enthusiastically supportive husband in her second marriage. By 1827, her abilities were well 

known, and she was asked to write a popular version in English of Pierre-Simon Laplace’s huge 

compendium, Traité de Mécanique Celeste (1798), which extended the Principia. Somerville’s 

version, Mechanism of the Heavens (1831), went deeper into gravitational theory and introduced new 

mathematical methods. Like du Châtelet’s effort, it spread Newton’s ideas. Among other memorable 

moments in Somerville’s career, she was the first person to be called a “scientist” (in a review of one her 

books). Before Somerville, researchers were called “men of science.” The reviewer of Somerville’s book 

coined “scientist” to include her. 

Caroline Herschel 

Caroline Herschel, born in Germany in 1750, helped her brother William build and operate a telescope in 

England. When in 1781 he discovered the planet Uranus, King George III gave him a yearly stipend of £200 

as the King’s Astronomer. With this, William expanded his efforts: as Caroline wrote: 

I found I was to be trained for an assistant Astronomer; and by way of encouragement a Telescope adapted for 

sweeping… was given to me. I was to sweep for comets… 

Comets were of great public interest, and Caroline’s quest made her famous. After finding her first comet in 

1786, eminent scientists came to see “Caroline’s comet,” and William was called to Windsor Castle 

to explain the comet to the royal family. 

The King granted her an annual stipend of £50, as William’s assistant, the first professional salary ever 

paid to a woman in England. 

Caroline’s achievements in cataloging additional comets and many nebulae led to two notable moments for 

women in science: the King granted her an annual stipend of £50, as William’s assistant, the first professional 

salary ever paid to a woman in England; and her reports of comet sightings were the first papers by a woman 

https://arxiv.org/abs/1212.0809
https://daily.jstor.org/eight-women-astronomers-you-should-know/?utm_term=Eight%20Women%20Astronomers%20You%20Should%20Know&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/eight-women-astronomers-you-should-know/?utm_term=Eight%20Women%20Astronomers%20You%20Should%20Know&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
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to be read at the Royal Society (though not by her) and published in its Philosophical Transactions (a paper 

by Mary Somerville was the second appearance by a female author). 

These brief histories support Emily Winterburn’s comment that “Eighteenth-century women had to rely on 

the men in their lives for access to scientific work and education…”, which remained true for much of the 

nineteenth century. Although each of the three women had her own path into the scientific community, each 

made her own success. 

Henrietta Leavitt 

By the late nineteenth century, rather than depending on the men in their lives, astronomical women were 

occupying regular, if subsidiary, positions at the Harvard College Observatory in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

Starting around 1881, its director Charles Pickering began hiring women, known as the Harvard 

Computers (in the older sense of a person who does calculations) to analyze the reams of data the 

observatory collected. Pickering preferred women because they were believed to be more patient than men for 

this kind of work—and because they accepted lower wages. Even women with college degrees were paid like 

unskilled workers, at 25 to 50 cents an hour. 

The Harvard Computers analyzed photographic images of stars and their spectra, to find the brightness of 

stars and the wavelengths of their emitted light. This painstaking labor yielded new science. One result, 

developed by the Computer Henrietta Leavitt in 1912, altered our view of the universe. She studied Cepheid 

variable stars (named for the constellation Cepheus), whose brightness fluctuates, with a period of days to 

months, and found that longer periods correlate with higher brightness. But the brightness of a star as seen 

from Earth depends on its distance as well as the power it radiates, its intrinsic brightness. Using a group of 

Cepheids all at the same distance, Leavitt calculated the exact mathematical relationship between period and 

intrinsic brightness. An observer could use the period of a Cepheid to find its intrinsic brightness, then 

compare that to the brightness seen on Earth to obtain the distance to the star. 

This was a unique tool to measure vast cosmic distances. In 1923, the astronomer Edwin Hubble found 

Cepheids in a dim patch of light then called the Andromeda spiral nebula. He used them to calculate its 

distance as 900,000 light years, which put it far outside our own Milky Way galaxy. Hubble had found the 

Andromeda galaxy, the first of many billions of separate galaxies in the universe and a stunning discovery at 

the time. At least one contemporary astronomer thought that Leavitt’s research deserved a Nobel Prize, but 

she received little credit. 

Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin 

Leavitt and others, hired as assistants, could indeed do significant astronomy, but worked on assigned 

projects. They were not independent researchers who could pursue their own ideas, nor were their 

accomplishments always recognized. To reach a higher professional level, women had to earn PhDs. This was 

not easy, even into the twentieth century, but Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin (née Payne) did it 

https://www.nature.com/articles/455036a?foxtrotcallback=true
https://www.nature.com/articles/455036a?foxtrotcallback=true
https://aas.org/sites/default/files/2019-09/statusJan05sm.pdf
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Born in England in 1900, she had always wanted to do research. A scholarship to Cambridge University 

allowed her to study science but only in a non-degree program, and her physics professor, Ernest Rutherford, 

regularly humiliated her as the only woman in his class. On the other hand, the noted astronomer Arthur 

Eddington inspired her to choose astronomy. But the UK lacked graduate opportunities for women, and she 

left for a graduate program at the Harvard Observatory under its new director, Harlow Shapley. In 1925, with 

her thesis entitled “Stellar Atmospheres,” she became the first person to earn a PhD in astronomy from 

Radcliffe College of Harvard University. 

Her thesis answered an old question: what are stars made of? Payne-Gaposchkin carefully analyzed stellar 

spectra measured at the Harvard Observatory, whose patterns of wavelengths are fingerprints of the elements 

in the star. Her conclusion: stars are made mostly of hydrogen, with some helium. This was completely 

contrary to the then prevalent view that the Earth and the stars have the same composition. Pressure was put 

on Payne-Gaposchkin to insert the caveat that her results for hydrogen and helium were “almost certainly not 

real.” But four years later, independent research by others validated her findings. It is now taken for granted 

that hydrogen is the most prevalent element in the universe and that hydrogen undergoing nuclear fusion 

powers stars. In 1962, an extensive review of twentieth-century astronomy called Payne-Gaposchkin’s 

research “undoubtedly the most brilliant PhD thesis ever written in astronomy.” 

One lesson from all of these women’s stories is the need for access to high-level education, by which women 

can attain the necessary professional status for research. Only since the mid-twentieth century has science 

education become more open to women. The current and preceding generation of women in astronomy have 

doctorates from first-rate institutions, and with these credentials, have been highly successful. 

Sara Seager 

One area of success is the study of planets outside our solar system, called exoplanets, which began in 1992 

with the first observation of a planet orbiting another star. Today, around 4,576 exoplanets have been found, 

and researchers are examining them to find planets that support life—or that might even resemble Earth. With 

the potential to answer the question “are we alone?,” exoplanet research is a vibrant area. Sara Seager, an 

astronomer and planetary scientist at MIT, has been a leader in seeking new exoplanets and in analyzing their 

atmospheres for signs that life—or its precursors—are present. She has received a MacArthur Fellowship 

(also known as a Genius Grant) and numerous other awards, and is featured in the documentary The Hunt for 

Planet B (2021). 

A second area of interest in astronomy, astrophysics, and cosmology is the study of black holes, regions of 

spacetime where gravity is so intense that nothing, including light, can escape. Einstein’s general relativity 

predicts the possibility of such regions, and indirect evidence suggests that they actually exist at the center of 

galaxies, including our own. 

Andrea Ghez 
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Andrea Ghez, who wanted to be an astronaut as a child, found a way to test the possibility of a black hole in 

the Milky Way when she became an astronomer, using huge telescopes to obtain high resolution images of 

distant cosmic objects. Since the 1990s, she has tracked the paths of stars that orbit the center of our galaxy 

26,000 light years away. When she analyzed the orbits (using the same Newtonian mechanics championed by 

her forerunners Émilie du Châtelet and Mary Somerville), she found that the stars are held in their paths by a 

central mass equal to about 4 million of our own suns, contained in a comparatively small volume. This clear 

evidence of a supermassive black hole within our own galaxy won Ghez a Nobel Prize. 

These examples demonstrate the important astronomical contributions women make if they have appropriate 

opportunities. In a society devoted to equity, it should be a given that these opportunities be the same as those 

for men. Long ago, Émilie du Châtelet expressed this more pungently, with her customary brilliance. “If I 

were king,” she wrote, “I would redress an abuse which cuts back, as it were, one half of human kind. I 

would have women participate in all human rights, especially those of the mind.” 
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Humans reached remote North Atlantic islands centuries earlier than thought 

Faroes settled well before Vikings arrived, lake sediments show 

 
 

This lakebed on the island of Eysturoy contains sediments that document the first arrival of sheep. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

January 12, 2022 

New evidence from the bottom of a lake in the remote North Atlantic Faroe Islands indicates that an unknown 

band of humans settled there around A.D. 500 -- some 350 years before the Vikings, who until recently were 

thought to be the first human inhabitants. The settlers may have been Celts who crossed rough, unexplored 

seas from what is now Scotland or Ireland. The findings appear in the journal Communications Earth & 

Environment. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304202&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.nature.com/articles/s43247-021-00318-0
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The Faroes are a small, rugged archipelago about midway between Norway and Iceland, some 200 miles 

northwest of Scotland. Towering cliffs dominate the coasts; buffeted by strong winds and cloudy weather, the 

rocky landscape is mostly tundra. It is one of just a few lands that remained uninhabited by humans until 

historical times. 

Past archaeological excavations have indicated that seafaring Vikings first reached the area around A.D. 850, 

soon after they developed long-distance sailing technology. The settlement may have been a steppingstone for 

the Viking settlement of Iceland in 874, and their short-lived colonization of Greenland around 980. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-funded study, led by scientists at Columbia University's Lamont-

Doherty Earth Observatory, is based on lake sediment samples containing signs that domestic sheep suddenly 

appeared around 500, well before the Viking occupation. Previously, the islands did not host mammals, 

domestic or otherwise; the sheep could only have arrived with people. The study is not the first to assert that 

someone else got there first, but the researchers say it clinches the case. 

The Faroes contain very few sites suitable for settlement, mainly flat areas at the heads of protected bays. 

"You see the sheep DNA and the biomarkers start all at once; it's like an off-on switch," said Lamont-Doherty 

paleoclimatologist William D'Andrea, who co-led the study.  

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304202&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 
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How the Maya Kept Time 

Many scholars contrast linear and cyclical time and note that cycles were an important part of Maya concepts 

of temporal reality. 

 

 via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Livia Gershon  

 As the year comes to an end, we make resolutions, buy new calendars, and get ready to step into the 

unknown. The division of time into work days and weekends, minutes and years is often too ingrained to 

notice. But if we look beyond our own time and place, we can see that some people have organized temporal 

reality very differently. 

In a 2008 paper, anthropologist Prudence M. Rice considers time as people understood it in the Classic and 

Postclassic Maya civilization (periods that, by the calendars most of us use today, spanned from around 200 

to 900 C.E. and 900 to 1500 C.E., respectively). 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mayan_Zodiac_Circle.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/livia-gershon/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25478231?mag=how-the-maya-kept-time
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Rice writes that even linguistics points to how the Maya civilization conceptualized time differently than we 

do. Maya verbs focus less on tenses referring to the past, present and future than English and Spanish do. 

Instead, they emphasize “aspects” that convey information like whether an action is complete, ongoing, or 

repeated—comparable to the habitual “be” in African American Vernacular English. 

Cyclical time is often associated with the sacred. 

Many scholars contrast linear and cyclical time and note that cycles were an important part of Maya concepts 

of temporal reality. Cyclical time is often associated with the sacred. 

“Rituals always take the participants back to the same point in the mythical past, which may be the beginning 

of time or ‘heydon time’ in a strictly chronological sense,” Rice writes. 

Maya histories, recorded in hieroglyphic texts, used dates from two concurrently running cyclical calendars. 

The tzolk’in, or “count of days” lasted 260 days. The ja’ab’ was made up of 18 periods lasting 20 days each, 

plus five “unlucky” days, adding up to 365 days, approximating the solar year. In addition to these cycles, the 

Classic Maya’s Long Count dated events in linear fashion, going back to 3114 B.C.E. 

The combination of the two cyclical systems meant that a day that was identical on both calendars occurred 

every 52 years, a length of time known as the Calendar Round. Days and other units of time could be 

represented with animals or other living figures, but Rice writes, this was more than merely symbolic. 

“Time was fundamentally animate,” she writes. “The days and the numbers that precede and differentiate 

them are anthropomorphic deities who carry units of time on a cosmic journey.” 

Weekly Newsletter 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Each day possessed certain characteristics that might make it favorable or unfavorable for particular 

activities—something that trained specialists could decipher. Rice notes that this work continues in the 

twenty-first century. For example, traditional ritual specialists, or “daykeepers,” among the modern Maya 

people of highland Guatemala observe sunrise and sunset positions to schedule celebrations and study 

portents for newborn children. 

While it’s not clear exactly the role that keepers of this knowledge had in Maya societies centuries ago, Rice 

suggests that they aided rulers in determining times appropriate for rituals, battles, trade, and other activities. 

As with the structures that set standard working hours and vacation days today, the ability to control others’ 

conceptions of time was a powerful force. 

https://daily.jstor.org/black-english-matters/
https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-maya-kept-time/?utm_term=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

130 

Support JSTOR Daily! Join our new membership program on Patreon today. 

 Share Tweet Email Print 

Have a correction or comment about this article? 

Please contact us. 

Ancient worldcalendarLatin American Antiquity 

 

Resources 

JSTOR is a digital library for scholars, researchers, and students. JSTOR Daily readers can access the original 

research behind our articles for free on JSTOR. 

Time, Power, and the Maya 

By: Prudence M. Rice 

Latin American Antiquity, Vol. 19, No. 3 (Sep., 2008), pp. 275-298 

Cambridge University Press 

 

https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-maya-kept-

time/?utm_term=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_cont

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

  

https://bit.ly/30jM88p
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/share?app_id=419334385204394&display=popup&href=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fhow-the-maya-kept-time%2F&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fhow-the-maya-kept-time%2F
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fhow-the-maya-kept-time%2F&text=How+the+Maya+Kept+Time&via=JSTOR_Daily
mailto:?subject=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&body=Many%20scholars%20contrast%20linear%20and%20cyclical%20time%20and%20note%20that%20cycles%20were%20an%20important%20part%20of%20Maya%20concepts%20of%20temporal%20reality.%0D%0A%0D%0A%20Read%20More:%20https%3A%2F%2Fdaily.jstor.org%2Fhow-the-maya-kept-time%2F
javascript:window.print()
https://daily.jstor.org/contact-us?%5bfrom_url%5d
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/ancient-world/
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/calendar/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/latin-american-antiquity/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25478231?mag=how-the-maya-kept-time
https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-maya-kept-time/?utm_term=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-maya-kept-time/?utm_term=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/how-the-maya-kept-time/?utm_term=How%20the%20Maya%20Kept%20Time&utm_campaign=jstordaily_01062022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

131 

 

Shadow Roses Shadow 

by Ingeborg Bachmann 

Issue no. 92 (Summer 1984) 

Beneath a foreign sky 

shadow roses 

shadow 

on a foreign earth 

between roses and shadows 

in a foreign water 

my shadow 
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William Wilson by Edgar Allan Poe 
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William Wilson (1836) is a superlative short story often overlooked and overshadowed by more famous titles 

in Poe's rich canon. Yet, it was one of Poe's proudest achievements, one he referred to as his "best effort" 

while seeking an endorsement from fellow American writer Washington Irving. The story itself is a 

distressing tale of a nobleman's encounter with his own doppelgänger. It was first published in Burton's 

Gentleman's Magazine in October, 1939. Trivia bonus; the birthday the main characters share -- January 19 

-- is Poe's birthday as well! 

 

 

What say of it? what say of CONSCIENCE grim, 

That spectre in my path? 

Chamberlayne's Pharronida. 

LET me call myself, for the present, William Wilson. The fair page now lying before me need not be sullied 

with my real appellation. This has been already too much an object for the scorn -- for the horror -- for the 

detestation of my race. To the uttermost regions of the globe have not the indignant winds bruited its 

unparalleled infamy? Oh, outcast of all outcasts most abandoned! -- to the earth art thou not forever dead? to 

its honors, to its flowers, to its golden aspirations? -- and a cloud, dense, dismal, and limitless, does it not 

hang eternally between thy hopes and heaven? 

I would not, if I could, here or to-day, embody a record of my later years of unspeakable misery, and 

unpardonable crime. This epoch -- these later years -- took unto themselves a sudden elevation in turpitude, 

whose origin alone it is my present purpose to assign. Men usually grow base by degrees. From me, in an 

instant, all virtue dropped bodily as a mantle. From comparatively trivial wickedness I passed, with the stride 

of a giant, into more than the enormities of an Elah-Gabalus. What chance -- what one event brought this evil 

thing to pass, bear with me while I relate. Death approaches; and the shadow which foreruns him has thrown a 

softening influence over my spirit. I long, in passing through the dim valley, for the sympathy -- I had nearly 

said for the pity -- of my fellow men. I would fain have them believe that I have been, in some measure, the 

slave of circumstances beyond human control. I would wish them to seek out for me, in the details I am about 

to give, some little oasis of fatality amid a wilderness of error. I would have them allow -- what they cannot 

refrain from allowing -- that, although temptation may have erewhile existed as great, man was never thus, at 

least, tempted before -- certainly, never thus fell. And is it therefore that he has never thus suffered? Have I 

not indeed been living in a dream? And am I not now dying a victim to the horror and the mystery of the 

wildest of all sublunary visions? 

I am the descendant of a race whose imaginative and easily excitable temperament has at all times rendered 

them remarkable; and, in my earliest infancy, I gave evidence of having fully inherited the family character. 

As I advanced in years it was more strongly developed; becoming, for many reasons, a cause of serious 

disquietude to my friends, and of positive injury to myself. I grew self-willed, addicted to the wildest caprices, 

https://americanliterature.com/author/washington-irving/bio-books-stories
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and a prey to the most ungovernable passions. Weak-minded, and beset with constitutional infirmities akin to 

my own, my parents could do but little to check the evil propensities which distinguished me. Some feeble 

and ill-directed efforts resulted in complete failure on their part, and, of course, in total triumph on mine. 

Thenceforward my voice was a household law; and at an age when few children have abandoned their 

leading-strings, I was left to the guidance of my own will, and became, in all but name, the master of my own 

actions. 

My earliest recollections of a school-life, are connected with a large, rambling, Elizabethan house, in a misty-

looking village of England, where were a vast number of gigantic and gnarled trees, and where all the houses 

were excessively ancient. In truth, it was a dream-like and spirit-soothing place, that venerable old town. At 

this moment, in fancy, I feel the refreshing chilliness of its deeply-shadowed avenues, inhale the fragrance of 

its thousand shrubberies, and thrill anew with undefinable delight, at the deep hollow note of the church-bell, 

breaking, each hour, with sullen and sudden roar, upon the stillness of the dusky atmosphere in which the 

fretted Gothic steeple lay imbedded and asleep. 

It gives me, perhaps, as much of pleasure as I can now in any manner experience, to dwell upon minute 

recollections of the school and its concerns. Steeped in misery as I am -- misery, alas! only too real -- I shall 

be pardoned for seeking relief, however slight and temporary, in the weakness of a few rambling details. 

These, moreover, utterly trivial, and even ridiculous in themselves, assume, to my fancy, adventitious 

importance, as connected with a period and a locality when and where I recognise the first ambiguous 

monitions of the destiny which afterwards so fully overshadowed me. Let me then remember. 

The house, I have said, was old and irregular. The grounds were extensive, and a high and solid brick wall, 

topped with a bed of mortar and broken glass, encompassed the whole. This prison-like rampart formed the 

limit of our domain; beyond it we saw but thrice a week -- once every Saturday afternoon, when, attended by 

two ushers, we were permitted to take brief walks in a body through some of the neighbouring fields -- and 

twice during Sunday, when we were paraded in the same formal manner to the morning and evening service 

in the one church of the village. Of this church the principal of our school was pastor. With how deep a spirit 

of wonder and perplexity was I wont to regard him from our remote pew in the gallery, as, with step solemn 

and slow, he ascended the pulpit! This reverend man, with countenance so demurely benign, with robes so 

glossy and so clerically flowing, with wig so minutely powdered, so rigid and so vast, -- -could this be he 

who, of late, with sour visage, and in snuffy habiliments, administered, ferule in hand, the Draconian laws of 

the academy? Oh, gigantic paradox, too utterly monstrous for solution! 

At an angle of the ponderous wall frowned a more ponderous gate. It was riveted and studded with iron bolts, 

and surmounted with jagged iron spikes. What impressions of deep awe did it inspire! It was never opened 

save for the three periodical egressions and ingressions already mentioned; then, in every creak of its mighty 

hinges, we found a plenitude of mystery -- a world of matter for solemn remark, or for more solemn 

meditation. 

The extensive enclosure was irregular in form, having many capacious recesses. Of these, three or four of the 

largest constituted the play-ground. It was level, and covered with fine hard gravel. I well remember it had no 

trees, nor benches, nor anything similar within it. Of course it was in the rear of the house. In front lay a small 
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parterre, planted with box and other shrubs; but through this sacred division we passed only upon rare 

occasions indeed -- such as a first advent to school or final departure thence, or perhaps, when a parent or 

friend having called for us, we joyfully took our way home for the Christmas or Midsummer holy-days. 

But the house! -- how quaint an old building was this! -- to me how veritably a palace of enchantment! There 

was really no end to its windings -- to its incomprehensible subdivisions. It was difficult, at any given time, to 

say with certainty upon which of its two stories one happened to be. From each room to every other there 

were sure to be found three or four steps either in ascent or descent. Then the lateral branches were 

innumerable -- inconceivable -- and so returning in upon themselves, that our most exact ideas in regard to the 

whole mansion were not very far different from those with which we pondered upon infinity. During the five 

years of my residence here, I was never able to ascertain with precision, in what remote locality lay the little 

sleeping apartment assigned to myself and some eighteen or twenty other scholars. 

The school-room was the largest in the house -- I could not help thinking, in the world. It was very long, 

narrow, and dismally low, with pointed Gothic windows and a ceiling of oak. In a remote and terror-inspiring 

angle was a square enclosure of eight or ten feet, comprising the sanctum, "during hours," of our principal, the 

Reverend Dr. Bransby. It was a solid structure, with massy door, sooner than open which in the absence of the 

"Dominic," we would all have willingly perished by the peine forte et dure. In other angles were two other 

similar boxes, far less reverenced, indeed, but still greatly matters of awe. One of these was the pulpit of the 

"classical" usher, one of the "English and mathematical." Interspersed about the room, crossing and recrossing 

in endless irregularity, were innumerable benches and desks, black, ancient, and time-worn, piled desperately 

with much-bethumbed books, and so beseamed with initial letters, names at full length, grotesque figures, and 

other multiplied efforts of the knife, as to have entirely lost what little of original form might have been their 

portion in days long departed. A huge bucket with water stood at one extremity of the room, and a clock of 

stupendous dimensions at the other. 

Encompassed by the massy walls of this venerable academy, I passed, yet not in tedium or disgust, the years 

of the third lustrum of my life. The teeming brain of childhood requires no external world of incident to 

occupy or amuse it; and the apparently dismal monotony of a school was replete with more intense excitement 

than my riper youth has derived from luxury, or my full manhood from crime. Yet I must believe that my first 

mental development had in it much of the uncommon -- even much of the outre. Upon mankind at large the 

events of very early existence rarely leave in mature age any definite impression. All is gray shadow -- a weak 

and irregular remembrance -- an indistinct regathering of feeble pleasures and phantasmagoric pains. With me 

this is not so. In childhood I must have felt with the energy of a man what I now find stamped upon memory 

in lines as vivid, as deep, and as durable as the exergues of the Carthaginian medals. 

Yet in fact -- in the fact of the world's view -- how little was there to remember! The morning's awakening, 

the nightly summons to bed; the connings, the recitations; the periodical half-holidays, and perambulations; 

the play-ground, with its broils, its pastimes, its intrigues; -- these, by a mental sorcery long forgotten, were 

made to involve a wilderness of sensation, a world of rich incident, an universe of varied emotion, of 

excitement the most passionate and spirit-stirring. "Oh, le bon temps, que ce siecle de fer!" 
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In truth, the ardor, the enthusiasm, and the imperiousness of my disposition, soon rendered me a marked 

character among my schoolmates, and by slow, but natural gradations, gave me an ascendancy over all not 

greatly older than myself; -- over all with a single exception. This exception was found in the person of a 

scholar, who, although no relation, bore the same Christian and surname as myself; -- a circumstance, in fact, 

little remarkable; for, notwithstanding a noble descent, mine was one of those everyday appellations which 

seem, by prescriptive right, to have been, time out of mind, the common property of the mob. In this narrative 

I have therefore designated myself as William Wilson, -- a fictitious title not very dissimilar to the real. My 

namesake alone, of those who in school phraseology constituted "our set," presumed to compete with me in 

the studies of the class -- in the sports and broils of the play-ground -- to refuse implicit belief in my 

assertions, and submission to my will -- indeed, to interfere with my arbitrary dictation in any respect 

whatsoever. If there is on earth a supreme and unqualified despotism, it is the despotism of a master mind in 

boyhood over the less energetic spirits of its companions. 

Wilson's rebellion was to me a source of the greatest embarrassment; -- the more so as, in spite of the bravado 

with which in public I made a point of treating him and his pretensions, I secretly felt that I feared him, and 

could not help thinking the equality which he maintained so easily with myself, a proof of his true superiority; 

since not to be overcome cost me a perpetual struggle. Yet this superiority -- even this equality -- was in truth 

acknowledged by no one but myself; our associates, by some unaccountable blindness, seemed not even to 

suspect it. Indeed, his competition, his resistance, and especially his impertinent and dogged interference with 

my purposes, were not more pointed than private. He appeared to be destitute alike of the ambition which 

urged, and of the passionate energy of mind which enabled me to excel. In his rivalry he might have been 

supposed actuated solely by a whimsical desire to thwart, astonish, or mortify myself; although there were 

times when I could not help observing, with a feeling made up of wonder, abasement, and pique, that he 

mingled with his injuries, his insults, or his contradictions, a certain most inappropriate, and assuredly most 

unwelcome affectionateness of manner. I could only conceive this singular behavior to arise from a 

consummate self-conceit assuming the vulgar airs of patronage and protection. 

Perhaps it was this latter trait in Wilson's conduct, conjoined with our identity of name, and the mere accident 

of our having entered the school upon the same day, which set afloat the notion that we were brothers, among 

the senior classes in the academy. These do not usually inquire with much strictness into the affairs of their 

juniors. I have before said, or should have said, that Wilson was not, in the most remote degree, connected 

with my family. But assuredly if we had been brothers we must have been twins; for, after leaving Dr. 

Bransby's, I casually learned that my namesake was born on the nineteenth of January, 1813 -- and this is a 

somewhat remarkable coincidence; for the day is precisely that of my own nativity. 

It may seem strange that in spite of the continual anxiety occasioned me by the rivalry of Wilson, and his 

intolerable spirit of contradiction, I could not bring myself to hate him altogether. We had, to be sure, nearly 

every day a quarrel in which, yielding me publicly the palm of victory, he, in some manner, contrived to make 

me feel that it was he who had deserved it; yet a sense of pride on my part, and a veritable dignity on his own, 

kept us always upon what are called "speaking terms," while there were many points of strong congeniality in 

our tempers, operating to awake me in a sentiment which our position alone, perhaps, prevented from ripening 

into friendship. It is difficult, indeed, to define, or even to describe, my real feelings towards him. They 

formed a motley and heterogeneous admixture; -- some petulant animosity, which was not yet hatred, some 
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esteem, more respect, much fear, with a world of uneasy curiosity. To the moralist it will be unnecessary to 

say, in addition, that Wilson and myself were the most inseparable of companions. 

It was no doubt the anomalous state of affairs existing between us, which turned all my attacks upon him, 

(and they were many, either open or covert) into the channel of banter or practical joke (giving pain while 

assuming the aspect of mere fun) rather than into a more serious and determined hostility. But my endeavours 

on this head were by no means uniformly successful, even when my plans were the most wittily concocted; 

for my namesake had much about him, in character, of that unassuming and quiet austerity which, while 

enjoying the poignancy of its own jokes, has no heel of Achilles in itself, and absolutely refuses to be laughed 

at. I could find, indeed, but one vulnerable point, and that, lying in a personal peculiarity, arising, perhaps, 

from constitutional disease, would have been spared by any antagonist less at his wit's end than myself; -- my 

rival had a weakness in the faucal or guttural organs, which precluded him from raising his voice at any time 

above a very low whisper. Of this defect I did not fall to take what poor advantage lay in my power. 

Wilson's retaliations in kind were many; and there was one form of his practical wit that disturbed me beyond 

measure. How his sagacity first discovered at all that so petty a thing would vex me, is a question I never 

could solve; but, having discovered, he habitually practised the annoyance. I had always felt aversion to my 

uncourtly patronymic, and its very common, if not plebeian praenomen. The words were venom in my ears; 

and when, upon the day of my arrival, a second William Wilson came also to the academy, I felt angry with 

him for bearing the name, and doubly disgusted with the name because a stranger bore it, who would be the 

cause of its twofold repetition, who would be constantly in my presence, and whose concerns, in the ordinary 

routine of the school business, must inevitably, on account of the detestable coincidence, be often confounded 

with my own. 

The feeling of vexation thus engendered grew stronger with every circumstance tending to show resemblance, 

moral or physical, between my rival and myself. I had not then discovered the remarkable fact that we were of 

the same age; but I saw that we were of the same height, and I perceived that we were even singularly alike in 

general contour of person and outline of feature. I was galled, too, by the rumor touching a relationship, 

which had grown current in the upper forms. In a word, nothing could more seriously disturb me, although I 

scrupulously concealed such disturbance,) than any allusion to a similarity of mind, person, or condition 

existing between us. But, in truth, I had no reason to believe that (with the exception of the matter of 

relationship, and in the case of Wilson himself,) this similarity had ever been made a subject of comment, or 

even observed at all by our schoolfellows. That he observed it in all its bearings, and as fixedly as I, was 

apparent; but that he could discover in such circumstances so fruitful a field of annoyance, can only be 

attributed, as I said before, to his more than ordinary penetration. 

His cue, which was to perfect an imitation of myself, lay both in words and in actions; and most admirably 

did he play his part. My dress it was an easy matter to copy; my gait and general manner were, without 

difficulty, appropriated; in spite of his constitutional defect, even my voice did not escape him. My louder 

tones were, of course, unattempted, but then the key, it was identical; and his singular whisper, it grew the 

very echo of my own. 
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How greatly this most exquisite portraiture harassed me, (for it could not justly be termed a caricature,) I will 

not now venture to describe. I had but one consolation -- in the fact that the imitation, apparently, was noticed 

by myself alone, and that I had to endure only the knowing and strangely sarcastic smiles of my namesake 

himself. Satisfied with having produced in my bosom the intended effect, he seemed to chuckle in secret over 

the sting he had inflicted, and was characteristically disregardful of the public applause which the success of 

his witty endeavours might have so easily elicited. That the school, indeed, did not feel his design, perceive its 

accomplishment, and participate in his sneer, was, for many anxious months, a riddle I could not resolve. 

Perhaps the gradation of his copy rendered it not so readily perceptible; or, more possibly, I owed my security 

to the master air of the copyist, who, disdaining the letter, (which in a painting is all the obtuse can see,) gave 

but the full spirit of his original for my individual contemplation and chagrin. 

I have already more than once spoken of the disgusting air of patronage which he assumed toward me, and of 

his frequent officious interference withy my will. This interference often took the ungracious character of 

advice; advice not openly given, but hinted or insinuated. I received it with a repugnance which gained 

strength as I grew in years. Yet, at this distant day, let me do him the simple justice to acknowledge that I can 

recall no occasion when the suggestions of my rival were on the side of those errors or follies so usual to his 

immature age and seeming inexperience; that his moral sense, at least, if not his general talents and worldly 

wisdom, was far keener than my own; and that I might, to-day, have been a better, and thus a happier man, 

had I less frequently rejected the counsels embodied in those meaning whispers which I then but too cordially 

hated and too bitterly despised. 

As it was, I at length grew restive in the extreme under his distasteful supervision, and daily resented more 

and more openly what I considered his intolerable arrogance. I have said that, in the first years of our 

connexion as schoolmates, my feelings in regard to him might have been easily ripened into friendship: but, in 

the latter months of my residence at the academy, although the intrusion of his ordinary manner had, beyond 

doubt, in some measure, abated, my sentiments, in nearly similar proportion, partook very much of positive 

hatred. Upon one occasion he saw this, I think, and afterwards avoided, or made a show of avoiding me. 

It was about the same period, if I remember aright, that, in an altercation of violence with him, in which he 

was more than usually thrown off his guard, and spoke and acted with an openness of demeanor rather foreign 

to his nature, I discovered, or fancied I discovered, in his accent, his air, and general appearance, a something 

which first startled, and then deeply interested me, by bringing to mind dim visions of my earliest infancy -- 

wild, confused and thronging memories of a time when memory herself was yet unborn. I cannot better 

describe the sensation which oppressed me than by saying that I could with difficulty shake off the belief of 

my having been acquainted with the being who stood before me, at some epoch very long ago -- some point 

of the past even infinitely remote. The delusion, however, faded rapidly as it came; and I mention it at all but 

to define the day of the last conversation I there held with my singular namesake. 

The huge old house, with its countless subdivisions, had several large chambers communicating with each 

other, where slept the greater number of the students. There were, however, (as must necessarily happen in a 

building so awkwardly planned,) many little nooks or recesses, the odds and ends of the structure; and these 

the economic ingenuity of Dr. Bransby had also fitted up as dormitories; although, being the merest closets, 

they were capable of accommodating but a single individual. One of these small apartments was occupied by 

Wilson. 
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One night, about the close of my fifth year at the school, and immediately after the altercation just mentioned, 

finding every one wrapped in sleep, I arose from bed, and, lamp in hand, stole through a wilderness of narrow 

passages from my own bedroom to that of my rival. I had long been plotting one of those ill-natured pieces of 

practical wit at his expense in which I had hitherto been so uniformly unsuccessful. It was my intention, now, 

to put my scheme in operation, and I resolved to make him feel the whole extent of the malice with which I 

was imbued. Having reached his closet, I noiselessly entered, leaving the lamp, with a shade over it, on the 

outside. I advanced a step, and listened to the sound of his tranquil breathing. Assured of his being asleep, I 

returned, took the light, and with it again approached the bed. Close curtains were around it, which, in the 

prosecution of my plan, I slowly and quietly withdrew, when the bright rays fell vividly upon the sleeper, and 

my eyes, at the same moment, upon his countenance. I looked; -- and a numbness, an iciness of feeling 

instantly pervaded my frame. My breast heaved, my knees tottered, my whole spirit became possessed with an 

objectless yet intolerable horror. Gasping for breath, I lowered the lamp in still nearer proximity to the face. 

Were these -- these the lineaments of William Wilson? I saw, indeed, that they were his, but I shook as if with 

a fit of the ague in fancying they were not. What was there about them to confound me in this manner? I 

gazed; -- while my brain reeled with a multitude of incoherent thoughts. Not thus he appeared -- assuredly not 

thus -- in the vivacity of his waking hours. The same name! the same contour of person! the same day of 

arrival at the academy! And then his dogged and meaningless imitation of my gait, my voice, my habits, and 

my manner! Was it, in truth, within the bounds of human possibility, that what I now saw was the result, 

merely, of the habitual practice of this sarcastic imitation? Awe-stricken, and with a creeping shudder, I 

extinguished the lamp, passed silently from the chamber, and left, at once, the halls of that old academy, never 

to enter them again. 

After a lapse of some months, spent at home in mere idleness, I found myself a student at Eton. The brief 

interval had been sufficient to enfeeble my remembrance of the events at Dr. Bransby's, or at least to effect a 

material change in the nature of the feelings with which I remembered them. The truth -- the tragedy -- of the 

drama was no more. I could now find room to doubt the evidence of my senses; and seldom called up the 

subject at all but with wonder at extent of human credulity, and a smile at the vivid force of the imagination 

which I hereditarily possessed. Neither was this species of scepticism likely to be diminished by the character 

of the life I led at Eton. The vortex of thoughtless folly into which I there so immediately and so recklessly 

plunged, washed away all but the froth of my past hours, engulfed at once every solid or serious impression, 

and left to memory only the veriest levities of a former existence. 

I do not wish, however, to trace the course of my miserable profligacy here -- a profligacy which set at 

defiance the laws, while it eluded the vigilance of the institution. Three years of folly, passed without profit, 

had but given me rooted habits of vice, and added, in a somewhat unusual degree, to my bodily stature, when, 

after a week of soulless dissipation, I invited a small party of the most dissolute students to a secret carousal 

in my chambers. We met at a late hour of the night; for our debaucheries were to be faithfully protracted until 

morning. The wine flowed freely, and there were not wanting other and perhaps more dangerous seductions; 

so that the gray dawn had already faintly appeared in the east, while our delirious extravagance was at its 

height. Madly flushed with cards and intoxication, I was in the act of insisting upon a toast of more than 

wonted profanity, when my attention was suddenly diverted by the violent, although partial unclosing of the 

door of the apartment, and by the eager voice of a servant from without. He said that some person, apparently 

in great haste, demanded to speak with me in the hall. 
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Wildly excited with wine, the unexpected interruption rather delighted than surprised me. I staggered forward 

at once, and a few steps brought me to the vestibule of the building. In this low and small room there hung no 

lamp; and now no light at all was admitted, save that of the exceedingly feeble dawn which made its way 

through the semi-circular window. As I put my foot over the threshold, I became aware of the figure of a 

youth about my own height, and habited in a white kerseymere morning frock, cut in the novel fashion of the 

one I myself wore at the moment. This the faint light enabled me to perceive; but the features of his face I 

could not distinguish. Upon my entering he strode hurriedly up to me, and, seizing me by. the arm with a 

gesture of petulant impatience, whispered the words "William Wilson!" in my ear. 

I grew perfectly sober in an instant. There was that in the manner of the stranger, and in the tremulous shake 

of his uplifted finger, as he held it between my eyes and the light, which filled me with unqualified 

amazement; but it was not this which had so violently moved me. It was the pregnancy of solemn admonition 

in the singular, low, hissing utterance; and, above all, it was the character, the tone, the key, of those few, 

simple, and familiar, yet whispered syllables, which came with a thousand thronging memories of bygone 

days, and struck upon my soul with the shock of a galvanic battery. Ere I could recover the use of my senses 

he was gone. 

Although this event failed not of a vivid effect upon my disordered imagination, yet was it evanescent as 

vivid. For some weeks, indeed, I busied myself in earnest inquiry, or was wrapped in a cloud of morbid 

speculation. I did not pretend to disguise from my perception the identity of the singular individual who thus 

perseveringly interfered with my affairs, and harassed me with his insinuated counsel. But who and what was 

this Wilson? -- and whence came he? -- and what were his purposes? Upon neither of these points could I be 

satisfied; merely ascertaining, in regard to him, that a sudden accident in his family had caused his removal 

from Dr. Bransby's academy on the afternoon of the day in which I myself had eloped. But in a brief period I 

ceased to think upon the subject; my attention being all absorbed in a contemplated departure for Oxford. 

Thither I soon went; the uncalculating vanity of my parents furnishing me with an outfit and annual 

establishment, which would enable me to indulge at will in the luxury already so dear to my heart, -- to vie in 

profuseness of expenditure with the haughtiest heirs of the wealthiest earldoms in Great Britain. 

Excited by such appliances to vice, my constitutional temperament broke forth with redoubled ardor, and I 

spurned even the common restraints of decency in the mad infatuation of my revels. But it were absurd to 

pause in the detail of my extravagance. Let it suffice, that among spendthrifts I out-Heroded Herod, and that, 

giving name to a multitude of novel follies, I added no brief appendix to the long catalogue of vices then usual 

in the most dissolute university of Europe. 

It could hardly be credited, however, that I had, even here, so utterly fallen from the gentlemanly estate, as to 

seek acquaintance with the vilest arts of the gambler by profession, and, having become an adept in his 

despicable science, to practise it habitually as a means of increasing my already enormous income at the 

expense of the weak-minded among my fellow-collegians. Such, nevertheless, was the fact. And the very 

enormity of this offence against all manly and honourable sentiment proved, beyond doubt, the main if not the 

sole reason of the impunity with which it was committed. Who, indeed, among my most abandoned 

associates, would not rather have disputed the clearest evidence of his senses, than have suspected of such 

courses, the gay, the frank, the generous William Wilson -- the noblest and most commoner at Oxford -- him 
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whose follies (said his parasites) were but the follies of youth and unbridled fancy -- whose errors but 

inimitable whim -- whose darkest vice but a careless and dashing extravagance? 

I had been now two years successfully busied in this way, when there came to the university a young parvenu 

nobleman, Glendinning -- rich, said report, as Herodes Atticus -- his riches, too, as easily acquired. I soon 

found him of weak intellect, and, of course, marked him as a fitting subject for my skill. I frequently engaged 

him in play, and contrived, with the gambler's usual art, to let him win considerable sums, the more 

effectually to entangle him in my snares. At length, my schemes being ripe, I met him (with the full intention 

that this meeting should be final and decisive) at the chambers of a fellow-commoner, (Mr. Preston,) equally 

intimate with both, but who, to do him Justice, entertained not even a remote suspicion of my design. To give 

to this a better colouring, I had contrived to have assembled a party of some eight or ten, and was solicitously 

careful that the introduction of cards should appear accidental, and originate in the proposal of my 

contemplated dupe himself. To be brief upon a vile topic, none of the low finesse was omitted, so customary 

upon similar occasions that it is a just matter for wonder how any are still found so besotted as to fall its 

victim. 

We had protracted our sitting far into the night, and I had at length effected the manoeuvre of getting 

Glendinning as my sole antagonist. The game, too, was my favorite ecarte!. The rest of the company, 

interested in the extent of our play, had abandoned their own cards, and were standing around us as spectators. 

The parvenu, who had been induced by my artifices in the early part of the evening, to drink deeply, now 

shuffled, dealt, or played, with a wild nervousness of manner for which his intoxication, I thought, might 

partially, but could not altogether account. In a very short period he had become my debtor to a large amount, 

when, having taken a long draught of port, he did precisely what I had been coolly anticipating -- he proposed 

to double our already extravagant stakes. With a well-feigned show of reluctance, and not until after my 

repeated refusal had seduced him into some angry words which gave a color of pique to my compliance, did I 

finally comply. The result, of course, did but prove how entirely the prey was in my toils; in less than an hour 

he had quadrupled his debt. For some time his countenance had been losing the florid tinge lent it by the wine; 

but now, to my astonishment, I perceived that it had grown to a pallor truly fearful. I say to my astonishment. 

Glendinning had been represented to my eager inquiries as immeasurably wealthy; and the sums which he had 

as yet lost, although in themselves vast, could not, I supposed, very seriously annoy, much less so violently 

affect him. That he was overcome by the wine just swallowed, was the idea which most readily presented 

itself; and, rather with a view to the preservation of my own character in the eyes of my associates, than from 

any less interested motive, I was about to insist, peremptorily, upon a discontinuance of the play, when some 

expressions at my elbow from among the company, and an ejaculation evincing utter despair on the part of 

Glendinning, gave me to understand that I had effected his total ruin under circumstances which, rendering 

him an object for the pity of all, should have protected him from the ill offices even of a fiend. 

What now might have been my conduct it is difficult to say. The pitiable condition of my dupe had thrown an 

air of embarrassed gloom over all; and, for some moments, a profound silence was maintained, during which I 

could not help feeling my cheeks tingle with the many burning glances of scorn or reproach cast upon me by 

the less abandoned of the party. I will even own that an intolerable weight of anxiety was for a brief instant 

lifted from my bosom by the sudden and extraordinary interruption which ensued. The wide, heavy folding 

doors of the apartment were all at once thrown open, to their full extent, with a vigorous and rushing 

impetuosity that extinguished, as if by magic, every candle in the room. Their light, in dying, enabled us just 
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to perceive that a stranger had entered, about my own height, and closely muffled in a cloak. The darkness, 

however, was now total; and we could only feel that he was standing in our midst. Before any one of us could 

recover from the extreme astonishment into which this rudeness had thrown all, we heard the voice of the 

intruder. 

"Gentlemen," he said, in a low, distinct, and never-to-be-forgotten whisper which thrilled to the very marrow 

of my bones, "Gentlemen, I make no apology for this behaviour, because in thus behaving, I am but fulfilling 

a duty. You are, beyond doubt, uninformed of the true character of the person who has to-night won at ecarte 

a large sum of money from Lord Glendinning. I will therefore put you upon an expeditious and decisive plan 

of obtaining this very necessary information. Please to examine, at your leisure, the inner linings of the cuff of 

his left sleeve, and the several little packages which may be found in the somewhat capacious pockets of his 

embroidered morning wrapper." 

While he spoke, so profound was the stillness that one might have heard a pin drop upon the floor. In ceasing, 

he departed at once, and as abruptly as he had entered. Can I -- shall I describe my sensations? -- must I say 

that I felt all the horrors of the damned? Most assuredly I had little time given for reflection. Many hands 

roughly seized me upon the spot, and lights were immediately reprocured. A search ensued. In the lining of 

my sleeve were found all the court cards essential in ecarte, and, in the pockets of my wrapper, a number of 

packs, facsimiles of those used at our sittings, with the single exception that mine were of the species called, 

technically, arrondees; the honours being slightly convex at the ends, the lower cards slightly convex at the 

sides. In this disposition, the dupe who cuts, as customary, at the length of the pack, will invariably find that 

he cuts his antagonist an honor; while the gambler, cutting at the breadth, will, as certainly, cut nothing for his 

victim which may count in the records of the game. 

Any burst of indignation upon this discovery would have affected me less than the silent contempt, or the 

sarcastic composure, with which it was received. 

"Mr. Wilson," said our host, stooping to remove from beneath his feet an exceedingly luxurious cloak of rare 

furs, "Mr. Wilson, this is your property." (The weather was cold; and, upon quitting my own room, I had 

thrown a cloak over my dressing wrapper, putting it off upon reaching the scene of play.) "I presume it is 

supererogatory to seek here (eyeing the folds of the garment with a bitter smile) for any farther evidence of 

your skill. Indeed, we have had enough. You will see the necessity, I hope, of quitting Oxford -- at all events, 

of quitting instantly my chambers." 

Abased, humbled to the dust as I then was, it is probable that I should have resented this galling language by 

immediate personal violence, had not my whole attention been at the moment arrested by a fact of the most 

startling character. The cloak which I had worn was of a rare description of fur; how rare, how extravagantly 

costly, I shall not venture to say. Its fashion, too, was of my own fantastic invention; for I was fastidious to an 

absurd degree of coxcombry, in matters of this frivolous nature. When, therefore, Mr. Preston reached me that 

which he had picked up upon the floor, and near the folding doors of the apartment, it was with an 

astonishment nearly bordering upon terror, that I perceived my own already hanging on my arm, (where I had 

no doubt unwittingly placed it,) and that the one presented me was but its exact counterpart in every, in even 

the minutest possible particular. The singular being who had so disastrously exposed me, had been muffled, I 
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remembered, in a cloak; and none had been worn at all by any of the members of our party with the exception 

of myself. Retaining some presence of mind, I took the one offered me by Preston; placed it, unnoticed, over 

my own; left the apartment with a resolute scowl of defiance; and, next morning ere dawn of day, commenced 

a hurried journey from Oxford to the continent, in a perfect agony of horror and of shame. 

I fled in vain. My evil destiny pursued me as if in exultation, and proved, indeed, that the exercise of its 

mysterious dominion had as yet only begun. Scarcely had I set foot in Paris ere I had fresh evidence of the 

detestable interest taken by this Wilson in my concerns. Years flew, while I experienced no relief. Villain! -- 

at Rome, with how untimely, yet with how spectral an officiousness, stepped he in between me and my 

ambition! At Vienna, too -- at Berlin -- and at Moscow! Where, in truth, had I not bitter cause to curse him 

within my heart? From his inscrutable tyranny did I at length flee, panic-stricken, as from a pestilence; and to 

the very ends of the earth I fled in vain. 

And again, and again, in secret communion with my own spirit, would I demand the questions "Who is he? -- 

whence came he? -- and what are his objects?" But no answer was there found. And then I scrutinized, with a 

minute scrutiny, the forms, and the methods, and the leading traits of his impertinent supervision. But even 

here there was very little upon which to base a conjecture. It was noticeable, indeed, that, in no one of the 

multiplied instances in which he had of late crossed my path, had he so crossed it except to frustrate those 

schemes, or to disturb those actions, which, if fully carried out, might have resulted in bitter mischief. Poor 

justification this, in truth, for an authority so imperiously assumed! Poor indemnity for natural rights of self-

agency so pertinaciously, so insultingly denied! 

I had also been forced to notice that my tormentor, for a very long period of time, (while scrupulously and 

with miraculous dexterity maintaining his whim of an identity of apparel with myself,) had so contrived it, in 

the execution of his varied interference with my will, that I saw not, at any moment, the features of his face. 

Be Wilson what he might, this, at least, was but the veriest of affectation, or of folly. Could he, for an instant, 

have supposed that, in my admonisher at Eton -- in the destroyer of my honor at Oxford, -- in him who 

thwarted my ambition at Rome, my revenge at Paris, my passionate love at Naples, or what he falsely termed 

my avarice in Egypt, -- that in this, my arch-enemy and evil genius, could fall to recognise the William 

Wilson of my school boy days, -- the namesake, the companion, the rival, -- the hated and dreaded rival at Dr. 

Bransby's? Impossible! -- But let me hasten to the last eventful scene of the drama. 

Thus far I had succumbed supinely to this imperious domination. The sentiment of deep awe with which I 

habitually regarded the elevated character, the majestic wisdom, the apparent omnipresence and omnipotence 

of Wilson, added to a feeling of even terror, with which certain other traits in his nature and assumptions 

inspired me, had operated, hitherto, to impress me with an idea of my own utter weakness and helplessness, 

and to suggest an implicit, although bitterly reluctant submission to his arbitrary will. But, of late days, I had 

given myself up entirely to wine; and its maddening influence upon my hereditary temper rendered me more 

and more impatient of control. I began to murmur, -- to hesitate, -- to resist. And was it only fancy which 

induced me to believe that, with the increase of my own firmness, that of my tormentor underwent a 

proportional diminution? Be this as it may, I now began to feel the inspiration of a burning hope, and at length 

nurtured in my secret thoughts a stern and desperate resolution that I would submit no longer to be enslaved. 
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It was at Rome, during the Carnival of 18 -- , that I attended a masquerade in the palazzo of the Neapolitan 

Duke Di Broglio. I had indulged more freely than usual in the excesses of the wine-table; and now the 

suffocating atmosphere of the crowded rooms irritated me beyond endurance. The difficulty, too, of forcing 

my way through the mazes of the company contributed not a little to the ruffling of my temper; for I was 

anxiously seeking, (let me not say with what unworthy motive) the young, the gay, the beautiful wife of the 

aged and doting Di Broglio. With a too unscrupulous confidence she had previously communicated to me the 

secret of the costume in which she would be habited, and now, having caught a glimpse of her person, I was 

hurrying to make my way into her presence. -- At this moment I felt a light hand placed upon my shoulder, 

and that ever-remembered, low, damnable whisper within my ear. 

In an absolute phrenzy of wrath, I turned at once upon him who had thus interrupted me, and seized him 

violently by tile collar. He was attired, as I had expected, in a costume altogether similar to my own; wearing 

a Spanish cloak of blue velvet, begirt about the waist with a crimson belt sustaining a rapier. A mask of black 

silk entirely covered his face. 

"Scoundrel!" I said, in a voice husky with rage, while every syllable I uttered seemed as new fuel to my fury, 

"scoundrel! impostor! accursed villain! you shall not -- you shall not dog me unto death! Follow me, or I stab 

you where you stand!" -- and I broke my way from the ball-room into a small ante-chamber adjoining -- 

dragging him unresistingly with me as I went. 

Upon entering, I thrust him furiously from me. He staggered against the wall, while I closed the door with an 

oath, and commanded him to draw. He hesitated but for an instant; then, with a slight sigh, drew in silence, 

and put himself upon his defence. 

The contest was brief indeed. I was frantic with every species of wild excitement, and felt within my single 

arm the energy and power of a multitude. In a few seconds I forced him by sheer strength against the 

wainscoting, and thus, getting him at mercy, plunged my sword, with brute ferocity, repeatedly through and 

through his bosom. 

At that instant some person tried the latch of the door. I hastened to prevent an intrusion, and then 

immediately returned to my dying antagonist. But what human language can adequately portray that 

astonishment, that horror which possessed me at the spectacle then presented to view? The brief moment in 

which I averted my eyes had been sufficient to produce, apparently, a material change in the arrangements at 

the upper or farther end of the room. A large mirror, -- so at first it seemed to me in my confusion -- now 

stood where none had been perceptible before; and, as I stepped up to it in extremity of terror, mine own 

image, but with features all pale and dabbled in blood, advanced to meet me with a feeble and tottering gait. 

Thus it appeared, I say, but was not. It was my antagonist -- it was Wilson, who then stood before me in the 

agonies of his dissolution. His mask and cloak lay, where he had thrown them, upon the floor. Not a thread in 

all his raiment -- not a line in all the marked and singular lineaments of his face which was not, even in the 

most absolute identity, mine own! 
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It was Wilson; but he spoke no longer in a whisper, and I could have fancied that I myself was speaking while 

he said: 

"You have conquered, and I yield. Yet, henceforward art thou also dead -- dead to the World, to Heaven and 

to Hope! In me didst thou exist -- and, in my death, see by this image, which is thine own, how utterly thou 

hast murdered thyself." 

 

William Wilson was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Wed, Jan 19, 2022 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/william-wilson 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/william-wilson


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 591  march  2022 

 

146 

Reborn Into a New Form (1849) 

By Alex Christofi 

A second life? To live again? Fyodor Dostoevsky, famously, survived the uncanny pantomime of his own 

execution, and found himself, on the other side, “reborn into a new form”. These were Dostoevsky’s words, 

written to his brother in the wake of the ordeal. Here below, those very words are themselves given a kind of 

second life: in this excerpt from Dostoevsky in Love: An Intimate Life (published earlier this year), Alex 

Christofi stitches primary source excerpts into a “reconstructed memoir” — the memoir that Dostoevsky 

himself never wrote. The dream of literature made entirely of quotations reaches back across more than a 

century of cut-ups, remixes, centos, and collages: from Octavian Esanu’s brilliant JFL, What Does "Why" 

Mean? (2002), through Guy Debord’s Mémoires (1958), and over the mountain of Walter Benjamin’s 

landmark “Arcades” project (1927–1940). In 1990, Richard Price’s pioneering history of slave rebellion in 

Suriname, Alabi’s World (1990), used four different typefaces, one for each of the “voices” being woven into 

a single work. Here, in this re-collected episode, Christofi, too, is weaving: weaving Dostoevsky’s 

autobiographical fiction together with his fantastic life. — D. Graham Burnett, Series Editor 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#alex-christofi
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/dostoevsky-in-love-9781472964694/
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Drawing by B. Pokrovsky of Dostoevsky's mock execution at Semonovsky Square, 1849 — Source. 

Today, 22nd of December, after eight months of solitary confinement, I was taken with five others to the 

Semyonovsky Parade Ground.1 

Fyodor’s friend, Sergei Durov, was standing next to him. There were three posts stuck in the ground. 

“Surely we cannot be executed”, Fyodor whispered. Durov indicated a cart nearby, on which there appeared 

to be several coffins covered with cloth.2 

Fyodor turned to his other companion, Nikolai Speshnev. “We shall be with Christ”, he muttered in French. 

But Speshnev only smiled and pointed at the ground. 

“A handful of dust”, he replied.3 

The sentence of death was read to all of us, we were told to kiss the cross, our swords were broken over our 

heads, and we were put into white shirts.4 Then the first three — Petrashevsky, Mombelli, and Grigoriev — 

were led up, tied to the pillar for execution, and caps were pulled over their eyes.5 A company of several 

soldiers was drawn up against each post. I was in the second batch and there was no more than a minute left 

for me to live.6 I wanted to understand as quickly and clearly as possible how it was that I was living and in 

moments I would simply be a thing. Not far off, there was a church, and the gilt roof was glittering in the 

bright sunshine. I stared persistently at the roof and the sunshine. I could not tear myself away from it.7 

I had not expected that the execution would take place for at least a week yet — I had counted on all the 

formalities taking some time — but they got my papers ready quickly. At five in the morning I was asleep, and 

it was cold and dark. The governor came in and touched my shoulder gently, and I started. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“The execution is fixed for ten o’clock”, he said. 

I was only just awake, and couldn’t believe it at first — I began to ask about my papers. But by the time I was 

really awake and saw the truth of the matter, I fell silent and stopped arguing, as I could see there was no 

point. The governor watched me. All I could say was, “It’s very hard to bear — it’s so sudden”. 

Those last three or four hours pass by in the preparations. You see the priest, have your breakfast — coffee, 

meat, even a little wine. The priest was there the whole time, talking.8 You get in the cart and the houses 

recede — but that’s nothing. There is still the second turning. There is still a whole street, and however many 

houses have been passed, there are still many left.9 And so to the very end, to the very scaffold. At the most 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:B_pokrovsky_kazn_1849.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn8
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn9
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terrible moments of a man’s life, he will forget anything but some roof that has flashed past him on the road, 

or a jackdaw on a cross.10 

The most terrible part of the punishment is not the bodily pain, but the certain knowledge that in an hour, then 

in ten minutes, then in half a minute, your soul must quit your body and you will no longer be a man, and that 

this is certain — certain! That’s the real point: the certainty of it. A murder by sentence is far more dreadful 

than a murder committed by a criminal. If you are attacked at night, in a dark wood, you hope that you may 

escape until the very moment of your death. But in an execution, that last hope is taken away, and in its place 

there is only the terrible certainty that you cannot possibly escape death. It is the most dreadful anguish there 

is. Our Lord Christ spoke of this anguish. No one should be treated this way — no one. 

The priest, who seemed a wise man, stopped talking when we reached the drill grounds, and only held the 

little silver cross for me to kiss. My legs felt feeble and helpless, and I felt a choking in my throat. I had that 

terrible feeling of being absolutely powerless to move, though I hadn’t lost my wits. The priest pressed the 

cross to my lips, and I kissed it greedily, as if it might be useful to me afterwards.11 In that last minute, I 

remembered my brother; only then I realised how I love him! 

Finally the retreat was sounded, and those tied to the pillar were led back, and it was announced to us that 

His Imperial Majesty had granted us our lives. 

*** 

My life begins again today. I will receive four years’ hard labour, and after that will serve as a private. I see 

that life is everywhere, life in ourselves. There will be people near me, and to be among people — that is the 

purpose of life, I have realised. The idea has entered my flesh and blood. Yes, it’s true! I have beheaded my 

lofty, creative, spiritual self. There are many ideas I haven’t yet written down. They will lacerate me, it is 

true! But I have my heart and flesh and blood which can also love, and suffer, and desire, and remember, and 

this, after all, is life. 

When I look back and think how much time has been wasted in vain, how much time lost in delusions, in 

errors, in idleness, in ignorance of how to live, how I did not value time, how often I sinned against myself — 

my heart bleeds. Life is a gift, life is happiness, each minute might have been an age of it. Youth is wasted on 

the young! Now, I am being reborn into a new form.12 

 

1.  

2.  

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form#fn12
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This essay is the fifteenth offering from our Conjectures series, a venue meant to serve as a laboratory for 

experiments with historical form and method. The reader is asked to keep a live eye on these texts, which 

thread between past and present, between the imagination and the archive, between dreams and data. The 

Series Editor is D. Graham Burnett. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form 

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/series/conjectures
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/reborn-into-a-new-form
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Good-bye, and Keep Cold 

by Robert Frost 

 

 

Ansel Adams, Half-dome, apple orchard, Yosemite, 1931 

This saying good-bye on the edge of the dark  

And cold to an orchard so young in the bark 

Reminds me of all that can happen to harm 

An orchard away at the end of the farm 

https://americanliterature.com/author/robert-frost
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All winter, cut off by a hill from the house. 

I don't want it girdled by rabbit and mouse, 

I don't want it dreamily nibbled for browse 

By deer, and I don't want it budded by grouse. 

(If certain it wouldn't be idle to call 

I'd summon grouse, rabbit, and deer to the wall 

And warn them away with a stick for a gun.) 

I don't want it stirred by the heat of the sun. 

(We made it secure against being, I hope, 

By setting it out on a northerly slope.) 

No orchard's the worse for the wintriest storm;  

But one thing about it, it mustn't get warm. 

"How often already you've had to be told, 

Keep cold, young orchard. Good-bye and keep cold. 

Dread fifty above more than fifty below." 

I have to be gone for a season or so. 

My business awhile is with different trees, 

Less carefully nourished, less fruitful than these, 
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And such as is done to their wood with an axe-- 

Maples and birches and tamaracks. 

I wish I could promise to lie in the night 

And think of an orchard's arboreal plight 

When slowly (and nobody comes with a light) 

Its heart sinks lower under the sod. 

But something has to be left to God.  

https://americanliterature.com/author/robert-frost/poem/good-bye-and-keep-cold 


