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Fossil fruit found buried beneath ancient Indian lava flows 

 

View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Fossil fruit found buried beneath ancient Indian lava flows 

March 24, 2022 

 

Remains of plant material wedged between layers of volcanic rock 

Just before the closing scenes of the Cretaceous period, India was a rogue subcontinent on a collision course 

with Asia. Before the two landmasses merged, however, India rafted over a "hot spot" in Earth's crust, 

triggering one of the largest volcanic eruptions in the planet's history, which likely contributed to the 

extinction of the dinosaurs. 

In a recent study in the International Journal of Plant Sciences, U.S. National Science Foundation-supported 

scientists excavating the fossilized remains of plant material wedged between layers of volcanic rock describe 

a new plant species. The work is based on the presence of distinctive fruit capsules that likely exploded to 

disperse their seeds. The fossils may be the oldest fruit discovered to date of the spurge family, or 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/fossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-76436017a832ff87c5656dcc9f?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.journals.uchicago.edu%2Fdoi%2Ffull%2F10.1086%2F717691&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Ffossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1338285&HistoricalAwards=false
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Euphorbiaceae, a group of plants with more than 7,000 species, including the poinsettia, castor oil plant, 

rubber trees and crotons. 

The fossilized fruits were discovered near the village of Mohgaon Kalan in central India, where the remains 

of the volcanic rock lie just beneath the surface in a complex mosaic. 

"You can walk around these hills and find chunks of chert that have weathered up through the topsoil," said 

senior author Steven Manchester, a paleobotanist at the Florida Museum of Natural History. "Some of the best 

collecting is where farmers have plowed the fields and moved the chunks to the side." 

Although there is some uncertainty in the timing, the volcanic eruptions are thought to have lasted for up to 1 

million years, occurring in prolonged pulses that blanketed the surrounding landscape in thick lava layers up 

to 1 mile deep. Today, the basalt rocks leftover from the eruptions, known as the Deccan Traps, cover an area 

larger than the state of California. 

Sandwiched between the basalt, paleontologists have found shales, chert, limestone and clays stacked in a 

giant layer cake of alternating bands, most of which are rich in the fossilized remains of plants and animals. 

These fossils provide a glimpse into what seem to have been relatively calm periods of stability between 

massive lava flows. 

The newly described species were likely shrubs or small trees that grew near hot springs created by 

groundwater interacting with naturally heated rock beneath the surface, similar to the present-day 

environments in Yellowstone National Park.  

Research areas 

Division of Earth Sciences (GEO/EAR) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/fossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows 

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-76436017a832ff87c5656dcc9f?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.floridamuseum.ufl.edu%2Fscience%2Fexplosive-fossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Ffossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo/ear
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/fossil-fruit-found-buried-beneath-ancient-indian-lava-flows
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Haunting Cyanotype Portraits of Flowers by Artist Rosalind Hobley 

Roses are blue, violets are ultraviolet, and beauty is made of chemistry and light. 

 

Two dahlias by Rosalind Hobley 

B Y M ARIA POPOVA  

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ftu72cl87mio2j10fljyl2tuzhdkah
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ftu72cl87mio2j10fljyl2tuzhdkah
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Tulips by Rosalind Hobley 

  

“To be a flower,” Emily Dickinson wrote in one of her finest poems, “is profound responsibility.” 

When Dickinson was a teenager, across the Atlantic, the self-taught botanist Anna Atkins pioneered another 

art-form for celebrating nature — visual poetry of a kind the world had never before encountered. 

Her stunning cyanotypes of sea algae engraved her onto our common record as the first person to illustrate a 

book with photographs and the first woman known to take a photograph at all. 

Beauty, too, is profound responsibility — to notice it, to cherish it, to magnify it in our art as we search for 

meaning, which might be the supreme human responsibility. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-bloom/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/08/anna-atkins-algae/
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Two centuries hence, London-based artist Rosalind Hobley unites our twin responsibilities to nature and 

human nature, to beauty and wonder, in her cyanotype portraits of flowers, immortalized with ravishing 

fidelity to a long-ago printing process developed in the golden age of chemistry and wonder, in a world far 

less impatient than ours and far more reverent of the artist’s work, which is the work of noticing and 

reverencing. 

 

Sweet pea by Rosalind Hobley 

Hobley builds on a long lineage of wonder at the boundary of art and science. In 1839, the polymathic 

astronomer John Herschel coined the word “photography” to name the process his friend Henry Fox Talbot 

had developed, not yet knowing he was naming a revolution in our way of seeing and our way of being. 

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/sweet-pea-iv
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/sweet-pea-iv
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Herschel sensed that something vast and beautiful lay hidden beyond this new horizon of photochemical 

reactions — something that would reveal to the human eye forms of light to which we are born blind, those 

wondrous unseen extremes bookending the visible spectrum: the luxurious wavelengths of infrared light, 

which his own father — William Herschel, discoverer of Uranus and brother to the world’s first professional 

female astronomer — had detected when John was eight, and the petite band of ultraviolet light, which the 

German chemist Johann Ritter had discovered a year later. 

 

Tulip by Rosalind Hobley 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/16/caroline-herschel/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/16/caroline-herschel/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 608  september  2022 

 

9 

So began Herschel’s devotion to our species’ consciousness-defining history of pondering the nature of light. 

For three years, he toiled to understand how different elements react to sunlight. His experiments were 

constantly derailed by bad English weather, beginning with an uncommon spell of “extreme deficiency of 

sunshine during the summer and autumn of the year 1839” and nearly ending with an “almost unprecedented 

continuance of bad weather during the whole of the [1841] summer and autumn.” 

Finally, in 1842, he arrived at an economical printing process to capture the light of the world, the light that 

gives form and substance to everything we see, in otherworldly blueprints — a slow-reacting solution of equal 

parts potassium ferricyanide and ferric ammonium citrate, sensitive to the blue portion of the spectrum 

spilling into ultraviolet, developed and fixed by only water and sunlight. 

Ranunculus bud by 

Rosalind Hobley 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/28/arthur-zajonc-catching-the-light/
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-bud-1
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-bud-1
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Looking back on his years of weather-derailed experiments, Herschel presented his results before the Royal 

Society with touching ambivalence: 

It is owing to these causes that I am unable to present the results at which I have arrived, in any sort of regular 

or systematic connection; nor should I have ventured to present them at all to the Royal Society, but in the 

hope that, desultory as they are, there may yet be found in them matter of sufficient interest to render their 

longer suppression unadvisable, and to induce others more favourably situated as to climate, to prosecute the 

subject. 

It only takes one or two visionaries per generation to keep an idea alive, to sustain “sufficient interest” in 

something of quiet, unexampled promise. Generations after Herschel, Hobley’s cyanotypes live as a lovely 

antidote to photography’s fate in the age of smartphones and the visual culture of selfing — a fate Virginia 

Woolf anticipated a century ago, for she knew that it is the fate of every technology to be “killed by 

kindness”: to grow so easy and readily available as to become a cultural compulsion requiring no skill or 

sensibility. The art, of course, is never the technology and always its use as a means of meaning, of care, of 

delight. One can write a beautiful and layered letter that reads like a prose poem using email. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
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Ranunculus by 

Rosalind Hobley 

When Florence Nightingale championed the healing power of beauty a century and a half before modern 

medicine attested to it, she held up two prime forms of it: art and flowers. Hobley’s tender, haunting 

cyanotypes unite the two in a single rapture of beauty that feels nothing less than medicinal. I live with two of 

her dahlias and regularly look up at them from my writing stand for a vivifying infusion of delight. 

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-3
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/22/florence-nightingale-flowers/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/07/writers-artists-gardens/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/07/writers-artists-gardens/
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-3
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Dahlia by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dahlia-vi
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dahlia-vi
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Dark 

anemone by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dark-anemone-ii
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dark-anemone-ii
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dark-anemone-ii
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Ranunculus by Rosalind Hobley 

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-2
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/ranunculus-2
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Geranium by 

Rosalind Hobley 

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/small-geranium
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/small-geranium
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Garden rose by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/garden-rose-iv
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/garden-rose-iv
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Dahlia by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/parrot-tulips
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Parrot tulips by Rosalind Hobley

 

Two anemones by Rosalind Hobley 

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/parrot-tulips
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/anemones
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/anemones
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Hellebore by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/hellebore-iv
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/hellebore-iv
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Dahlia by Rosalind Hobley

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dahlia-cyanotype-print
https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints/dahlia-cyanotype-print
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Dahlia by Rosalind Hobley 
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If you too would like to live with these time-traveling beauties cross-pollinating the ephemeral and the 

eternal, many of Hobley’s flowers are available as prints. Complement them with Lia Halloran’s cyanotype 

celebration of trailblazing women in astronomy, then revisit the stunning botanical art of Herschel’s 

contemporary Clarissa Munger Badger, who inspired Emily Dickinson, and this epochs-wide meditation 

on flowers and the meaning of life. 

 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/30/rosalind-hobley-cyanotype-

flowers/?mc_cid=a9935843cf&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.rosalindhobley.com/cyanotype-prints
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/06/07/your-body-is-a-space-that-sees-lia-halloran/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/06/07/your-body-is-a-space-that-sees-lia-halloran/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/24/clarissa-munger-badger-flowers/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/20/michael-pollan-flowers-botany-of-desire/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/30/rosalind-hobley-cyanotype-flowers/?mc_cid=a9935843cf&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/30/rosalind-hobley-cyanotype-flowers/?mc_cid=a9935843cf&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Majority of workers who quit a job in 2021 cite low pay, no opportunities for advancement, feeling 

disrespected 

BY KIM PARKER AND JULIANA MENASCE HOROWITZ 

(Getty Images) 

The COVID-19 pandemic set off nearly unprecedented churn in the U.S. labor market. Widespread job 

losses in the early months of the pandemic gave way to tight labor markets in 2021, driven in part by what’s 

come to be known as the Great Resignation. The nation’s “quit rate” reached a 20-year high last November. 

A new Pew Research Center survey finds that low pay, a lack of opportunities for advancement and feeling 

disrespected at work are the top reasons why Americans quit their jobs last year. The survey also finds that 

those who quit and are now employed elsewhere are more likely than not to say their current job has better 

pay, more opportunities for advancement and more work-life balance and flexibility. 

Majorities of workers who quit a job in 2021 say low pay (63%), no opportunities for advancement (63%) and 

feeling disrespected at work (57%) were reasons why they quit, according to the Feb. 7-13 survey. At least a 

third say each of these were major reasons why they left.   

Roughly half say child care issues were a reason they quit a job (48% among those with a child younger than 

18 in the household). A similar share point to a lack of flexibility to choose when they put in their hours 

(45%) or not having good benefits such as health insurance and paid time off (43%). Roughly a quarter say 

each of these was a major reason. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/kim-parker
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/juliana-menasce-horowitz
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/coronavirus-disease-covid-19/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/11/unemployment-rose-higher-in-three-months-of-covid-19-than-it-did-in-two-years-of-the-great-recession/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/06/11/unemployment-rose-higher-in-three-months-of-covid-19-than-it-did-in-two-years-of-the-great-recession/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29739
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2022/02/01/job-quits-resignations-december-2021/
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https://www.pewresearch.org/?attachment_id=407170
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How we did this 

About four-in-ten adults who quit a job last year (39%) say a reason was that they were working too many 

hours, while three-in-ten cite working too few hours. About a third (35%) cite wanting to relocate to a 

different area, while relatively few (18%) cite their employer requiring a COVID-19 vaccine as a reason. 

When asked separately whether their reasons for quitting a job were related to the coronavirus outbreak, 31% 

say they were. Those without a four-year college degree (34%) are more likely than those with a bachelor’s 

degree or more education (21%) to say the pandemic played a role in their decision. 

For the most part, men and women offer similar reasons for having quit a job in the past year. But there are 

significant differences by educational attainment. 

with at least a bachelor’s degree to point to several reasons. These include not having enough flexibility to 

decide when they put in their hours (49% of non-college graduates vs. 34% of college graduates), having to 

work too few hours (35% vs. 17%) and their employer requiring a COVID-19 vaccine (21% vs. 8%). 

There are also notable differences by race and ethnicity. Non-White adults who quit a job last year are more 

likely than their White counterparts to say the reasons include not having enough flexibility (52% vs. 38%), 

wanting to relocate to a different area (41% vs. 30%), working too few hours (37% vs. 24%) or their 

employer requiring that they have a COVID-19 vaccine (27% vs. 10%). The non-White category includes 

those who identify as Black, Asian, Hispanic, some other race or multiple races. These groups could not be 

analyzed separately due to sample size limitations. 

For the most part, workers who quit a job last year and are now employed somewhere else see their current 

work situation as an improvement over their most recent job. At least half of these workers say that compared 

with their last job, they are now earning more money (56%), have more opportunities for advancement (53%), 

have an easier time balancing work and family responsibilities (53%) and have more flexibility to choose 

when they put in their work hours (50%). 

Still, sizable shares say things are either worse or unchanged in these areas compared with their last job. 

Fewer than half of workers who quit a job last year (42%) say they now have better benefits, such as health 

insurance and paid time off, while a similar share (36%) says it’s about the same. About one-in-five (22%) 

now say their current benefits are worse than at their last job. 
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Among adults who quit a job in 2021, those without a four-year college degree are more likely than those  

Many of those who switched jobs see improvements 

A majority of those who quit a job in 2021 and are not retired say they are now employed, either full-time 

(55%) or part-time (23%). Of those, 61% say it was at least somewhat easy for them to find their current job, 

with 33% saying it was very easy. One-in-five say it was very or somewhat difficult, and 19% say it was 

neither easy nor difficult. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/?attachment_id=407176
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https://www.pewresearch.org/?attachment_id=407169
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https://www.pewresearch.org/?attachment_id=407171
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College graduates are more likely than those with less education to say that compared with their last job, they 

are now earning more (66% vs. 51%) and have more opportunities for advancement (63% vs. 49%). In turn, 

those with less education are more likely than college graduates to say they are earning less in their current 

job (27% vs. 16%) and that they have fewer opportunities for advancement (18% vs. 9%). 

Employed men and women who quit a job in 2021 offer similar assessments of how their current job 

compares with their last one. One notable exception is when it comes to balancing work and family 

responsibilities: Six-in-ten men say their current job makes it easier for them to balance work and family – 

higher than the share of women who say the same (48%). 

Some 53% of employed adults who quit a job in 2021 say they have changed their field of work or occupation 

at some point in the past year. Workers younger than age 30 and those without a postgraduate degree are 

especially likely to say they have made this type of change. 

Younger adults and those with lower incomes were more likely to quit a job in 2021 

 

 

Overall, about one-in-five non-retired U.S. adults (19%) – including similar shares of men (18%) and women 

(20%) – say they quit a job at some point in 2021, meaning they left by choice and not because they were 

fired, laid off or because a temporary job had ended. 

Adults younger than 30 are far more likely than older adults to have voluntarily left their job last year: 37% of 

young adults say they did this, compared with 17% of those ages 30 to 49, 9% of those ages 50 to 64 and 5% 

of those ages 65 and older. 

Experiences also vary by income, education, race and ethnicity. About a quarter of adults with lower incomes 

(24%) say they quit a job in 2021, compared with 18% of middle-income adults and 11% of those with upper 

incomes. 

Across educational attainment, those with a postgraduate degree are the least likely to say they quit a job at 

some point in 2021: 13% say this, compared with 17% of those with a bachelor’s degree, 20% of those with 

some college and 22% of those with a high school diploma or less education.   

About a quarter of non-retired Hispanic and Asian adults (24% each) report quitting a job last year; 18% of 

Black adults and 17% of White adults say the same. 

Note: Here are the questions used for this analysis, along with responses, and its methodology. 

Topics 

 Business & WorkplaceIncome & WagesCoronavirus Disease (COVID-19)COVID-19 & the Economy 

https:/ / pewrsr.ch  

https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/W103-Great-Resignation-topline.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/W103-ATP-Methodology_Great-Resignation.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/economy-work/business-workplace/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/economy-work/income-wealth-poverty/income-wages/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/coronavirus-disease-covid-19/
https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/economy-work/covid-19-the-economy/
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https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/kim-parker
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/kim-parker
http://twitter.com/kim_c_parker
https://www.pewresearch.org/contact/
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/juliana-menasce-horowitz
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/juliana-menasce-horowitz
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/juliana-menasce-horowitz
http://twitter.com/jmhorowitz78
https://www.pewresearch.org/contact/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/09/majority-of-workers-who-quit-a-job-in-2021-cite-low-pay-no-opportunities-for-advancement-feeling-disrespected/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=1424fb7aa5-SDT_March_2022&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-1424fb7aa5-399979481
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/09/majority-of-workers-who-quit-a-job-in-2021-cite-low-pay-no-opportunities-for-advancement-feeling-disrespected/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=1424fb7aa5-SDT_March_2022&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-1424fb7aa5-399979481
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/09/majority-of-workers-who-quit-a-job-in-2021-cite-low-pay-no-opportunities-for-advancement-feeling-disrespected/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=1424fb7aa5-SDT_March_2022&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-1424fb7aa5-399979481
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2022/03/09/majority-of-workers-who-quit-a-job-in-2021-cite-low-pay-no-opportunities-for-advancement-feeling-disrespected/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=1424fb7aa5-SDT_March_2022&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-1424fb7aa5-399979481
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A Voyage to the Moon 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Alternately titled, The Unparalleled Adventure of One Hans Pfaall: "The moon, being the nearest to the 

earth of all the heavenly bodies, has always occupied the imagination of men. Many fanciful accounts have 

been written of voyages to the moon, of which the following story by Edgar Allan Poe is among the best. So 

wonderful has been the advance of science that it is conceivable that at some distant time in the future the 

inhabitants of this world may possibly be able to visit the beautiful body which lights the night for 

us." Published in the anthology, The Literary World Seventh Reader, preface by John Calvin Metcalf (1919). 

 

I 

 

I had no knowledge of what had saved me. When I partially recovered the sense of existence, I found the day 

breaking, the balloon at a prodigious height over a wilderness of ocean, and not a trace of land to be 

discovered far and wide within the limits of the vast horizon. My sensations, however, upon thus recovering, 

were by no means so replete with agony as might have been anticipated. Indeed, there was much of madness 

in the calm survey which I began to take of my situation. I drew up to my eyes each of my hands, one after 

the other, and wondered what occurrence could have given rise to the swelling of the veins and the horrible 

blackness of the finger nails. I afterward carefully examined my head, shaking it repeatedly and feeling it with 

minute attention, until I succeeded in satisfying myself that it was not, as I had more than half suspected, 

larger than the balloon. It now occurred to me that I suffered great uneasiness in the joint of my left ankle, and 

a dim consciousness of my situation began to glimmer through my mind. I began to understand that my foot 

had caught in a rope and that I was hanging downward outside the car. But strange to say! I was neither 

astonished nor horror-stricken. If I felt any emotion at all, it was a sort of chuckling satisfaction at the 

cleverness I was about to display in getting myself out of this dilemma. 

With great caution and deliberation, I put my hands behind my back and unfastened the large iron buckle 

which belonged to the waistband of my pantaloons. This buckle had three teeth, which, being somewhat rusty, 

turned with great difficulty on their axis. I brought them, however, after some trouble, at right angles to the 

body of the buckle and was glad to find them remain firm in that position. Holding with my teeth the 

instrument thus obtained, I proceeded to untie the knot of my cravat; it was at length accomplished. To one 

end of the cravat I then made fast the buckle, and the other end I tied, for greater security, tightly around my 

wrist. Drawing now my body upward, with a prodigious exertion of muscular force, I succeeded, at the very 

first trial, in throwing the buckle over the car, and entangling it, as I had anticipated, in the circular rim of the 

wicker-work. 

My body was now inclined toward the side of the car at an angle of about forty-five degrees; but it must not 

be understood that I was therefore only forty-five degrees below the vperpendicular. So far from it, I still lay  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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nearly level with the plane of the horizon, for the change of position which I had acquired had forced the 

bottom of the car considerably outward from my position, which was accordingly one of the most extreme 

peril. It should be remembered, however, that when I fell from the car, if I had fallen with my face turned 

toward the balloon, instead of turned outwardly from it as it actually was—or if, in the second place, the cord 

by which I was suspended had chanced to hang over the upper edge instead of through a crevice near the 

bottom of the car—in either of these cases, I should have been unable to accomplish even as much as I had 

now accomplished. I had therefore every reason to be grateful, although, in point of fact, I was still too stupid 

to be anything at all, and hung for perhaps a quarter of an hour in that extraordinary manner, without making 

the slightest farther exertion, and in a singularly tranquil state of idiotic enjoyment. 

This feeling, however, did not fail to die rapidly away, and thereunto succeeded horror and dismay, and a 

sense of utter helplessness and ruin. In fact, the blood so long accumulating in the vessels of my head and 

throat, and which had hitherto buoyed up my spirits with delirium, had now begun to retire within its proper 

channels, and the distinctness which was thus added to my perception of the danger merely served to deprive 

me of the self-possession and courage to encounter it. But this weakness was, luckily for me, of no very great 

duration. In good time came to my rescue the spirit of despair, and with frantic cries and struggles, I jerked 

my body upward, till, at length, clutching with a vice-like grip the long-desired rim, I writhed my person over 

it and fell headlong and shuddering within the car. 

When I had recovered from the weakness caused by being so long in that position and the horror from which I 

had suffered, I found that all my implements were in place and that neither ballast nor provisions had been 

lost. 

It is now high time that I should explain the object of my voyage. I had been harassed for long by poverty and 

creditors. In this state of mind, wishing to live and yet wearied with life, my deep studies in astronomy 

opened a resource to my imagination. I determined to depart, yet live—to leave the world, yet continue to 

exist—in short, to be plain, I resolved, let come what would, to force a passage, if possible, to the moon. 

This was not so mad as it seems. The moon’s actual distance from the earth was the first thing to be attended 

to. The mean or average interval between the centers of the two planets is only about 237,000 miles. But at 

certain times the moon and earth are much nearer than at others, and if I could contrive to meet the moon at 

the moment when it was nearest earth, the above-mentioned distance would be materially lessened. But even 

taking the average distance and deducting the vradius of the earth and the moon, the actual interval to be 

traversed under average circumstances would be 231,920 miles. Now this, I reflected, was no very 

extraordinary distance. Traveling on the land has been repeatedly accomplished at the rate of sixty miles an 

hour; and indeed a much greater speed may be anticipated. But even at this velocity it would take me no more 

than 161 days to reach the surface of the moon. There were, however, many particulars inducing me to 

believe that my average rate of traveling might possibly very much exceed that of sixty miles an hour. 

The next point to be regarded was one of far greater importance. We know that at 18,000 feet above the 

surface of the earth we have passed one-half the material, or, at all events, one-half the ponderable body of air 

upon the globe. It is also calculated that at a height of eighty miles the rarefaction of air is so great that animal 

life can be sustained in no manner. But I did not fail to perceive that these calculations are founded on our 

experimental knowledge of the air in the immediate vicinity of the earth, and that it is taken for granted that 

animal life is incapable of modification. I thought that no matter how high we may ascend we cannot arrive at 
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a limit beyond which no atmosphere is to be found. It must exist, I argued, although it may exist in a state of 

infinite rarefaction. 

Having adopted this view of the subject, I had little farther hesitation. Granting that on my passage I should 

meet with atmosphere essentially the same as at the surface of the earth, I thought that, by means of my very 

ingenious apparatus for that purpose, I should readily be able to condense it in sufficient quantity for 

breathing. This would remove the chief obstacle in a journey to the moon. 

I now turned to view the prospect beneath me. At twenty minutes past six o’clock, the barometer showed an 

elevation of 26,000 feet, or five miles to a fraction. The outlook seemed unbounded. I beheld as much as a 

sixteen-hundredth part of the whole surface of the globe. The sea appeared as unruffled as a mirror, although, 

by means of the telescope, I could perceive it to be in a state of violent agitation. I now began to experience, 

at intervals, severe pain in the head, especially about the ears, due to the rarefaction of the air. The cat seemed 

to suffer no inconvenience whatever. 

I was rising rapidly, and by seven o’clock the barometer indicated an altitude of no less than nine miles and a 

half. I began to find great difficulty in drawing my breath. My head, too, was excessively painful; and, having 

felt for some time a moisture about my cheeks, I at length discovered it to be blood, which was oozing quite 

fast from the drums of my ears. These symptoms were more than I had expected and occasioned me some 

alarm. At this juncture, very imprudently and without consideration, I threw out from the car three five-pound 

pieces of ballast. The increased rate of ascent thus obtained carried me too rapidly into a highly rarefied layer 

of atmosphere, and the result nearly proved fatal to my expedition and myself. I was suddenly seized with a 

spasm, which lasted for more than five minutes, and even when this in a measure ceased, I could catch my 

breath only at long intervals, and in a gasping manner—bleeding all the while copiously at the nose and ears 

and even slightly at the eyes. 

The cat mewed piteously, and, with her tongue hanging out of her mouth, staggered to and fro in the car as if 

under the influence of poison. I now too late discovered the great rashness of which I had been guilty in 

discharging my ballast, and my agitation was excessive. I expected nothing less than death, and death in a few 

minutes. I lay down in the bottom of the car and endeavored to collect my faculties. In this I so far succeeded 

as to determine upon the experiment of losing blood. Having no lancet, I was obliged to open a vein in my 

arm with the blade of a penknife. The blood had hardly commenced flowing when I experienced a sensible 

relief, and by the time I had lost about half a basin-full most of the worst symptoms were gone. The difficulty 

of breathing, however, was diminished in a very slight degree, and I found that it would be soon positively 

necessary to make use of my condenser. 

By eight o’clock I had actually attained an elevation of seventeen miles above the surface of the earth. Thus it 

seemed to me evident that my rate of ascent was not only on the increase, but that the progress would have 

been apparent to a slight extent even had I not discharged the ballast which I did. The pains in my head and 

ears returned at intervals and with violence, and I still continued to bleed occasionally at the nose; but upon 

the whole I suffered much less than might have been expected. I now unpacked the condensing apparatus and 

got it ready for immediate use. 

The view of the earth at this period of my ascension was beautiful indeed. To the westward, the northward, 

and the southward, as far as I could see, lay a boundless sheet of apparently unruffled ocean, which every 

moment gained a deeper and deeper tint of blue. At a vast distance to the eastward, although perfectly 
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discernible, extended the islands of Great Britain, the entire Atlantic coasts of France and Spain, with a small 

portion of the northern part of the continent of Africa. Of individual edifices not a trace could be found, and 

the proudest cities of mankind had utterly faded away from the surface of the earth. 

At a quarter-past eight, being able no longer to draw breath without the most intolerable pain, I proceeded 

forthwith to adjust around the car the apparatus belonging to the condenser. I had prepared a very strong, 

perfectly air-tight gum-elastic bag. In this bag, which was of sufficient size, the entire car was in a manner 

placed. That is to say, the bag was drawn over the whole bottom of the car, up its sides and so on, up to the 

upper rim where the net-work is attached. Having pulled up the bag and made a complete inclosure on all 

sides, I was shut in an air-tight chamber. 

In the sides of this covering had been inserted three circular panes of thick but clear glass, through which I 

could see without difficulty around me in every horizontal direction. In that portion of the cloth forming the 

bottom was a fourth window corresponding with a small aperture in the floor of the car itself. This enabled 

me to see straight down, but I had been unable to fix a similar window above me and so I could expect to see 

no objects directly overhead. 

The condensing apparatus was connected with the outer air by a tube to admit air at one end and by a valve at 

the bottom of the car to eject foul air. By the time I had completed these arrangements and filled the chamber 

with condensed air by means of the apparatus, it wanted only ten minutes of nine o’clock. During the whole 

period of my being thus employed, I endured the most terrible distress from difficulty of respiration, and 

bitterly did I repent the foolhardiness of which I had been guilty in putting off to the last moment a matter of 

so much importance. But having at length accomplished it, I soon began to reap the benefit of my invention. 

Once again I breathed with perfect freedom and ease—and indeed why should I not? I was also agreeably 

surprised to find myself, in a great measure, relieved from the violent pains which had hitherto tormented me. 

A slight headache, accompanied by a sensation of fulness about the wrists, the ankles, and the throat, was 

nearly all of which I had now to complain. 

At twenty minutes before nine o’clock, the mercury attained its limit, or ran down, in the barometer. The 

instrument then indicated an altitude of twenty-five miles, and I consequently surveyed at that time an extent 

of the earth’s area amounting to no less than one three-hundred-and-twentieth part of the entire surface. 

At half-past nine, I tried the experiment of throwing out a handful of feathers through the valve. They did not 

float as I had expected, but dropped down like a bullet and with the greatest velocity, being out of sight in a 

very few seconds. It occurred to me that the atmosphere was now far too rare to sustain even feathers; that 

they actually fell, as they appeared to do, with great speed, and that I had been surprised by the united 

velocities of their descent and my own rise. 

At six o’clock P. M., I perceived a great portion of the earth’s visible area to the eastward involved in thick 

shadow, which continued to advance with great rapidity, until at five minutes before seven the whole surface 

in sight was enveloped in the darkness of night. It was not, however, until long after this time that the rays of 

the setting sun ceased to illumine the balloon, and this fact, although, of course, expected, did not fail to give 

me great pleasure. In the morning I should behold the rising vluminary many hours before the citizens of 

Rotterdam, in spite of their situation so much farther to the eastward, and thus, day after day, in proportion to 

the height ascended, I should enjoy the light of the sun for a longer and longer period. I now resolved to keep 

a journal of my passage, reckoning the days by twenty-four hours instead of by day and night. 
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At ten o’clock, feeling sleepy, I determined to lie down for the rest of the night; but here a difficulty presented 

itself, which, obvious as it may appear, had escaped my attention up to the very moment of which I am now 

speaking. If I went to sleep, as I proposed, how could the air in the chamber be renewed in the meanwhile? To 

breath it more than an hour at the farthest would be impossible; or, even if this term could be extended to an 

hour and a quarter, the most ruinous consequences might ensue. This dilemma gave me no little anxiety; and 

it will hardly be believed that, after the dangers I had undergone, I should look upon this business in so 

serious a light as to give up all hope of accomplishing my ultimate design, and finally make up my mind to 

the necessity of a descent. 

But this hesitation was only momentary. I reflected that man is the slave of custom and that many things are 

deemed essential which are only the results of habit. It was certain that I could not do without sleep; but I 

might easily bring myself to feel no inconvenience from being awakened at intervals of an hour during the 

whole period of my repose. It would require but five minutes to renew the air, and the only difficulty was to 

contrive a method of arousing myself at the proper moment for so doing. 

This question caused me no little trouble to solve. I at length hit upon the following plan. My supply of water 

had been put on board in kegs of five gallons each and ranged securely around the interior of the car. I 

unfastened one of these and, taking two ropes, tied them tightly across the rim of the wicker-work from one 

side to the other, placing them about a foot apart and parallel, so as to form a kind of shelf, upon which I 

placed the keg and steadied it. About eight inches below these ropes I fastened another shelf made of thin 

plank, on which shelf, and beneath one of the rims of the keg, a small pitcher was placed. I bored a hole in the 

end of the keg over the pitcher and fitted in a plug of soft wood, which I pushed in or pulled out, until, after a 

few experiments, it arrived at that exact degree of tightness at which the water, oozing from the hole and 

falling into the pitcher below, would fill the latter to the brim in the period of sixty minutes. Having arranged 

all this, the rest of the plan was simple. My bed was so contrived upon the floor of the car as to bring my 

head, in lying down, immediately below the mouth of the pitcher. It was evident that, at the expiration of an 

hour, the pitcher, getting full, would be forced to run over and to run over at the mouth, which was somewhat 

lower than the rim. It was also evident that the water, falling from a height, could not do otherwise than fall 

on my face and awaken me even from the soundest slumber in the world. 

It was fully eleven by the time I had completed these arrangements, and I at once betook myself to bed with 

full confidence in my invention. Nor in this matter was I disappointed. Punctually every sixty minutes I was 

aroused by my trusty clock, when, having emptied the pitcher into the bung-hole of the keg and filled the 

chamber with condensed air, I retired again to bed. These regular interruptions to my slumber caused me less 

discomfort than I had anticipated; and when I finally arose for the day, it was seven o’clock and the sun was 

high above the horizon. 

I found the balloon at an immense height indeed, and the earth’s roundness had now become strikingly 

manifest. Below me in the ocean lay a cluster of black specks, which undoubtedly were islands. Overhead, the 

sky was of a jetty black, and the stars were brilliantly visible; indeed they had been so constantly since the 

first day of ascent. Far away to the northward I saw a thin, white and exceedingly brilliant line, or streak, on 

the edge of the horizon, and I had no hesitation in supposing it to be the southern disc of the ices of the Polar 

sea. My curiosity was greatly excited, for I had hopes of passing on much farther to the north, and might 

possibly, at some period, find myself directly above the Pole itself. I now lamented that my great elevation 

would, in this case, prevent me from taking as accurate a survey as I could wish. 
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My condensing apparatus continued in good order, and the balloon still ascended without any perceptible 

change. The cold was intense, and obliged me to wrap up closely in an overcoat. When darkness came over 

the earth, I went to bed, although it was for many hours afterward broad daylight all around me. The water-

clock was punctual in its duty, and I slept until next morning soundly, with the exception of the periodical 

interruptions. 

April 4th. I arose in good health and spirits, and was astonished at the singular change which had taken place 

in the appearance of the sea. It had lost, in a great measure, the deep tint of blue it had hitherto worn, being 

now of a grayish-white and of a luster dazzling to the eye. The curve of the ocean had become so evident that 

the entire mass of water seemed to be tumbling headlong over the abyss of the horizon, and I found myself 

listening on tiptoe for the echoes of the mighty cataract. The islands were no longer visible; whether they had 

passed down the horizon to the southeast, or whether my increasing elevation had left them out of sight, it is 

impossible to say. I was inclined, however, to the latter opinion. The rim of ice to the northward was growing 

more and more apparent. The cold was by no means so intense. 

April 5th. I beheld the singular sight of the sun rising while nearly the whole visible surface of the earth 

continued to be involved in darkness. In time, however, the light spread itself over all, and I again saw the line 

of ice to the northward. It was now very distinct and appeared of a much darker hue than the waters of the 

ocean. I was evidently approaching it, and with great rapidity. I fancied I could again distinguish a strip of 

land to the eastward, and one also to the westward, but could not be certain. 

April 6th. I was surprised at finding the rim of ice at a very moderate distance, and an immense field of the 

same material stretching away off to the horizon in the north. It was evident that if the balloon held its present 

course, it would soon arrive above the Frozen Ocean, and I had now little doubt of ultimately seeing the Pole. 

During the whole of the day I continued to near the ice. Toward night the limits of my horizon very suddenly 

and materially increased, owing undoubtedly to the earth’s form, which is round but flattened near the poles. 

When darkness at length overtook me, I went to bed in great anxiety, fearing to pass over the object of so 

much curiosity when I should have no opportunity of observing it. 

April 7th. I arose early, and, to my great joy, at length beheld what there could be no hesitation in supposing 

the northern Pole itself. It was there, beyond a doubt, and immediately beneath my feet; but alas! I had now 

ascended to so vast a distance that nothing could with accuracy be made out. Indeed, I estimated that at four 

o’clock in the morning of April the seventh the balloon had reached a height of not less than 7,254 miles 

above the surface of the sea. At all events I undoubtedly beheld the whole of the earth’s diameter; the entire 

northern hemisphere lay beneath me like a chart, and the great circle of the equator itself formed the boundary 

line of my horizon. 

April 8th. I found a sensible diminution in the earth’s size, besides a material alteration in its general color 

and appearance. The whole area partook in different degrees of a tint of pale yellow, and in some portions had 

acquired a brilliancy even painful to the eye. My view was somewhat impeded by clouds near the earth, but 

nevertheless I could easily perceive that the balloon now hovered above the great lakes in North America and 

was holding a course due south which would soon bring me to the tropics. This circumstance did not fail to 

give me the most heartfelt satisfaction, and I hailed it as a happy omen of ultimate success. Indeed, the 

direction I had hitherto taken had filled me with uneasiness, for it was evident that had I continued it much 

longer, there would have been no possibility of my arriving at the moon at all, which revolves around the 

earth in the plane of the equator. 
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April 9th. To-day the earth’s diameter was greatly diminished, and the color of the surface assumed hourly a 

deeper tint of yellow. The balloon kept steadily on her course to the southward, and arrived at nine P. M. over 

the Mexican Gulf. 

April 12th. A singular alteration took place in regard to the direction of the balloon, and, although fully 

anticipated, afforded me the very greatest delight. Having reached, in its former course, about the twentieth 

parallel of southern latitude, it turned off suddenly at an acute angle to the eastward, and thus proceeded 

throughout the day, keeping nearly, if not altogether, in the exact plane of the moon’s path around the earth. 

April 13th. Great decrease in the earth’s apparent size. The moon could not be seen at all, being nearly above 

me. I still continued in the plane of the moon’s path, but made little progress eastward. 

April 14th. Extremely rapid decrease in the size of the earth. To-day I became strongly impressed with the 

idea that the balloon was holding the direct course which would bring it immediately to the moon where it 

comes nearest the earth. The moon was directly overhead, and consequently hidden from my view. Great and 

long continued labor was necessary for the condensation of the atmosphere. 

April 16th. To-day, looking upward as well as I could, through each of the side windows alternately, I beheld, 

to my great delight, a very small portion of the moon’s disk protruding, as it were, on all sides beyond the 

huge bulk of the balloon. My agitation was extreme, for I had now little doubt of soon reaching the end of my 

perilous voyage. Indeed, the labor required by the condenser had increased to such a degree that I had 

scarcely any respite from exertion. Sleep was a matter nearly out of question. I became quite ill, and my frame 

trembled with exhaustion. It was impossible that human nature could endure this state of intense suffering 

much longer. 

April 17th. This morning proved an epoch in my voyage. It will be remembered that on the thirteenth the 

earth had diminished; on the fourteenth, it had still further dwindled; on the fifteenth, a still more rapid 

decrease was observable; and on retiring for the night of the sixteenth, the earth had shrunk to small size. 

What, therefore, must have been my amazement, on awakening from a brief and disturbed slumber on the 

morning of this day, the seventeenth, at finding the surface beneath me so suddenly and wonderfully 

increased in volume as to seem but a comparatively short distance beneath me! I was thunderstruck! No 

words can give any adequate idea of the extreme, the absolute horror and astonishment, with which I was 

seized, possessed and altogether overwhelmed. My knees tottered beneath me—my teeth chattered—my hair 

started up on end. The balloon then had actually burst! These were the first ideas which hurried through my 

mind. The balloon had burst! I was falling—falling with the most impetuous, the most wonderful velocity! To 

judge from the immense distance already so quickly passed over, it could not be more than ten minutes at the 

farthest before I should meet the surface of the earth and be hurled into annihilation! 

But at length reflection came to my relief. I paused, I considered, and I began to doubt. The matter was 

impossible. I could not, in any reason, have so rapidly come down. Besides, although I was evidently 

approaching the surface below me, it was with a speed by no means commensurate with the velocity I had at 

first conceived. This consideration served to calm my mind, and I finally succeeded in looking at the matter in 

its proper point of view. In fact, amazement must have fairly deprived me of my senses when I could not see 

the vast difference in appearance between the surface below me and the surface of my mother earth. The latter 

was indeed over my head and completely hidden by the balloon, while the moon—the moon itself in all its 

glory—lay beneath me and at my feet! 
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I had indeed arrived at the point where the attraction of the moon had proved stronger than the attraction of 

the earth, and so the moon now appeared to be below me and I was descending upon it. It lay beneath me like 

a chart, and I studied it with the deepest attention. The entire absence of ocean or sea, and indeed of any lake 

or river, or body of water whatsoever, struck me at the first glance as the most extraordinary feature in its 

appearance. 

April 18th. To-day I found an enormous increase in the moon’s apparent bulk—and the evidently increased 

velocity of my descent began to fill me with alarm. I had relied on finding some atmosphere at the moon and 

on the resistance of this atmosphere to gravitation as affording me a chance to land in safety. Should I prove 

to have been mistaken about the atmosphere, I had nothing better to expect than to be dashed into atoms 

against the rugged surface of the earth’s vsatellite. And indeed I had now every reason to be terrified. My 

distance from the moon was comparatively trivial, while the labor required by the condenser was diminished 

not at all, and I could discover no indication whatever of a decreasing rarity of the air. 

April 19th. This morning, to my great joy, about nine o’clock, the surface of the moon being frightfully near 

and my fears excited to the utmost, the pump of my condenser at length gave evident tokens of an alteration in 

the atmosphere. By ten, I had reason to believe its density considerably increased. By eleven, very little labor 

was necessary at the apparatus; and at twelve o’clock, with some hesitation, I ventured to open the car a little 

and suffered no inconvenience. I finally threw aside the gum-elastic chamber and unrigged it from around the 

car. As might have been expected, spasms and violent headache were the immediate consequences of an 

experiment so rash. But this was forgotten in consideration of other things. My approach was still rapid in the 

extreme; and it soon became certain that although I had probably not been deceived in the expectation of 

finding a fairly dense atmosphere, still I had been wrong in supposing that atmosphere dense enough to 

support the great weight contained in the car of the balloon. I was now close upon the planet and coming 

down with the most terrible rapidity. I lost not a moment, accordingly, in throwing overboard first my ballast, 

then my water-kegs, then my condensing apparatus and gum-elastic chamber, and finally every article within 

the car. 

But it was all to no purpose. I still fell with horrible speed, and was now not more than half a mile from the 

surface. As a last resource, therefore, having got rid of my coat, hat, and boots, I cut loose from the balloon 

the car itself, which was of no inconsiderable weight, and thus clinging with both hands to the net-work, I had 

barely time to observe that the whole country, as far as the eye could reach, was thickly sown with small 

habitations, ere I tumbled headlong into the very heart of a fantastic city and into the middle of a vast crowd 

of ugly little people. I turned from them, and gazing upward at the earth so lately left, and left perhaps 

forever, beheld it like a huge, dull copper shield, fixed immovably in the heavens overhead and tipped on one 

of its edges with a crescent border of the most brilliant gold. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/a-voyage-to-the-moon 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/a-voyage-to-the-moon


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 608  september  2022 

 

41 

Future evolution: from looks to brains and personality, how will humans change in the next 10,000 years? 

ByInvited Researcher   

Author: Nicholas R. Longrich, Senior Lecturer in Paleontology and Evolutionary Biology, University of Bath 

Where’s next for Homo Sapiens? Source: Shutterstock 

Humanity is the unlikely result of 4 billion years of evolution. 

From self-replicating molecules in Archean seas, to eyeless fish in the Cambrian deep, to mammals scurrying 

from dinosaurs in the dark, and then, finally, improbably, ourselves – evolution shaped us. 

Organisms reproduced imperfectly. Mistakes made when copying genes sometimes made them better fit to 

their environments, so those genes tended to get passed on. More reproduction followed, and more mistakes, 

the process repeating over billions of generations. Finally, Homo sapiens appeared. But we aren’t the end of 

that story. Evolution won’t stop with us, and we might even be evolving faster than ever. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/03/09/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-humans-change-in-the-next-10000-years/#author
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/kyiv-ukraine-june-16-2018-national-1120827521
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20126952-400-review-the-10000-year-explosion-by-gregory-cochran-and-henry-harpending/
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It’s hard to predict the future. The world will probably change in ways we can’t imagine. But we can make 

educated guesses. Paradoxically, the best way to predict the future is probably looking back at the past, and 

assuming past trends will continue going forward. This suggests some surprising things about our future. 

We will likely live longer and become taller, as well as more lightly built. We’ll probably be less aggressive 

and more agreeable, but have smaller brains. A bit like a golden retriever, we’ll be friendly and jolly, but 

maybe not that interesting. At least, that’s one possible future. But to understand why I think that’s likely, we 

need to look at biology. 

The end of natural selection? 

Some scientists have argued that civilisation’s rise ended natural selection. It’s true that selective pressures 

that dominated in the past – predators, famine, plague, warfare – have mostly disappeared. 

Starvation and famine were largely ended by high-yield crops, fertilisers and family planning. Violence and 

war are less common than ever, despite modern militaries with nuclear weapons, or maybe because of them. 

The lions, wolves and sabertoothed cats that hunted us in the dark are endangered or extinct. Plagues that 

killed millions – smallpox, Black Death, cholera – were tamed by vaccines, antibiotics, clean water. 

But evolution didn’t stop; other things just drive it now. Evolution isn’t so much about survival of the fittest 

as reproduction of the fittest. Even if nature is less likely to murder us, we still need to find partners and raise 

children, so sexual selection now plays a bigger role in our evolution. 

And if nature doesn’t control our evolution anymore, the unnatural environment we’ve created – culture, 

technology, cities – produces new selective pressures very unlike those we faced in the ice age. We’re poorly 

adapted to this modern world; it follows that we’ll have to adapt. 

And that process has already started. As our diets changed to include grains and dairy, we evolved genes to 

help us digest starch and milk. When dense cities created conditions for disease to spread, mutations 

for disease resistance spread too. And for some reason, our brains have got smaller. Unnatural environments 

create unnatural selection. 

To predict where this goes, we’ll look at our prehistory, studying trends over the past 6 million years of 

evolution. Some trends will continue, especially those that emerged in the past 10,000 years, after agriculture 

and civilisation were invented. 

We’re also facing new selective pressures, such as reduced mortality. Studying the past doesn’t help here, but 

we can see how other species responded to similar pressures. Evolution in domestic animals may be 

especially relevant – arguably we’re becoming a kind of domesticated ape, but curiously, one domesticated by 

ourselves. 

I’ll use this approach to make some predictions, if not always with high confidence. That is, I’ll speculate. 

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2007/dec/15/genetics.evolution
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ajpa.20415
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0047747QK/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00DTDFOFG/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B003QP4BJM/ref=dp-kindle-redirect?_encoding=UTF8&btkr=1
https://www.amazon.com/Making-Atomic-Bomb-Richard-Rhodes-ebook/dp/B008TRU7SQ/ref=sr_1_1?crid=81PRQTJ0LOPH&keywords=making%20of%20the%20atomic%20bomb&qid=1644311120&s=digital-text&sprefix=making%20of%20the%20atomic%20bom%2Cdigital-text%2C264&sr=1-1
https://www.nature.com/articles/ng2123
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-genom-091416-035340
https://www.pnas.org/content/100/25/15276.short
https://www.karger.com/Article/Abstract/519504
https://www.science.org/content/article/early-humans-domesticated-themselves-new-genetic-evidence-suggests?utm_campaign=SciMag&utm_source=Social&utm_medium=Facebook
https://www.science.org/content/article/early-humans-domesticated-themselves-new-genetic-evidence-suggests?utm_campaign=SciMag&utm_source=Social&utm_medium=Facebook
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Lifespan 

Humans will almost certainly evolve to live longer – much longer. Life cycles evolve in response to mortality 

rates, how likely predators and other threats are to kill you. When mortality rates are high, animals must 

reproduce young, or might not reproduce at all. There’s also no advantage to evolving mutations that prevent 

ageing or cancer – you won’t live long enough to use them. 

When mortality rates are low, the opposite is true. It’s better to take your time reaching sexual maturity. It’s 

also useful to have adaptations that extend lifespan, and fertility, giving you more time to reproduce. That’s 

why animals with few predators – animals that live on islands or in the deep ocean, or are simply big – evolve 

longer lifespans. Greenland sharks, Galapagos tortoises and bowhead whales mature late, and can live for 

centuries. 

Even before civilisation, people were unique among apes in having low mortality and long lives. Hunter-

gatherers armed with spears and bows could defend against predators; food sharing prevented starvation. So 

we evolved delayed sexual maturity, and long lifespans – up to 70 years. 

Still, child mortality was high – approaching 50% or more by age 15. Average life expectancy was just 35 

years. Even after the rise of civilisation, child mortality stayed high until the 19th century, while life 

expectancy went down – to 30 years – due to plagues and famines. 

Then, in the past two centuries, better nutrition, medicine and hygiene reduced youth mortality to under 1% in 

most developed nations. Life expectancy soared to 70 years worldwide , and 80 in developed countries. These 

increases are due to improved health, not evolution – but they set the stage for evolution to extend our 

lifespan. 

Now, there’s little need to reproduce early. If anything, the years of training needed to be a doctor, CEO, or 

carpenter incentivise putting it off. And since our life expectancy has doubled, adaptations to prolong lifespan 

and child-bearing years are now advantageous. Given that more and more people live to 100 or even 110 

years – the record being 122 years – there’s reason to think our genes could evolve until the average person 

routinely lives 100 years or even more. 

Size, and strength 

Animals often evolve larger size over time; it’s a trend seen in tyrannosaurs, whales, horses and primates – 

including hominins. 

Early hominins like Australopithecus afarensis and Homo habilis were small, four to five feet (120cm-

150cm) tall. Later hominins – Homo erectus, Neanderthals, Homo sapiens – grew taller. We’ve continued to 

gain height in historic times, partly driven by improved nutrition, but genes seem to be evolving too. 

Why we got big is unclear. In part, mortality may drive size evolution; growth takes time, so longer lives 

mean more time to grow. But human females also prefer tall males. So both lower mortality and sexual 

https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.aaf1703
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg18324645-000-the-origin-of-harriet/?ignored=irrelevant
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211124714010195
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/evan.1360010406
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513800000660?casa_token=flfN2IIm4GMAAAAA%3A4wiyTcAbi4_ekhP3nx7AOBVKyWpHM-Yco6uu5x8jCVzhBp-4XhE7TNLbN_JLG29lpvrsp_sw2g
https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-319-16999-6_2352-1
https://escholarship.org/content/qt2zb2v4x9/qt2zb2v4x9.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2011.02573.x?casa_token=y-YSz5W2IRIAAAAA%3A4sZ98kY2GLRSs35WMNzJr_WqDQrxDqTuqwyIUYSe9N8Y6fx0XoYSAHCDxyrDqYyYuCl2apKeQErOUSc
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2011.02573.x?casa_token=y-YSz5W2IRIAAAAA%3A4sZ98kY2GLRSs35WMNzJr_WqDQrxDqTuqwyIUYSe9N8Y6fx0XoYSAHCDxyrDqYyYuCl2apKeQErOUSc
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2011.02573.x?casa_token=y-YSz5W2IRIAAAAA%3A4sZ98kY2GLRSs35WMNzJr_WqDQrxDqTuqwyIUYSe9N8Y6fx0XoYSAHCDxyrDqYyYuCl2apKeQErOUSc
https://ourworldindata.org/life-expectancy
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/youth-mortality-rate
https://ourworldindata.org/life-expectancy#:%7E:text=The%20United%20Nations%20estimate%20a,life%20expectancy%20of%2072.3%20years.
https://ourworldindata.org/life-expectancy#:%7E:text=The%20United%20Nations%20estimate%20a,life%20expectancy%20of%2072.3%20years.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2895458/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2895458/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-022-00070-1
https://www.pnas.org/content/113/13/3447
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/paleobiology/article/abs/fossil-horses-from-eohippus-hyracotherium-to-equus-scaling-copes-law-and-the-evolution-of-body-size/9965A8A02408FBECB70D012A54930EA2
https://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils/species/australopithecus-afarensis
https://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils/species/homo-habilis
https://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/human-fossils/species/homo-erectus
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/brv.12165
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/brv.12165
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2015.0211
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/667694
https://www.nature.com/articles/35003107
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/sbp/sbp/1996/00000024/00000002/art00005


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 608  september  2022 

 

44 

preferences will likely cause humans to get taller. Today, the tallest people in the world are in Europe, led by 

the Netherlands. Here, men average 183cm (6ft); women 170cm (5ft 6in). Someday, most people might be 

that tall, or taller. 

As we’ve grown taller, we’ve become more gracile. Over the past 2 million years, our skeletons became more 

lightly built as we relied less on brute force, and more on tools and weapons. As farming forced us to settle 

down, our lives became more sedentary, so our bone density decreased. As we spend more time behind desks, 

keyboards and steering wheels, these trends will likely continue. 

Humans have also reduced our muscles compared to other apes, especially in our upper bodies. That will 

probably continue. Our ancestors had to slaughter antelopes and dig roots; later they tilled and reaped in the 

fields. Modern jobs increasingly require working with people, words and code – they take brains, not muscle. 

Even for manual laborers – farmers, fisherman, lumberjacks – machinery such as tractors, hydraulics and 

chainsaws now shoulder a lot of the work. As physical strength becomes less necessary, our muscles will keep 

shrinking. 

Our jaws and teeth also got smaller. Early, plant-eating hominins had huge molars and mandibles for grinding 

fibrous vegetables. As we shifted to meat, then started cooking food, jaws and teeth shrank. Modern 

processed food – chicken nuggets, Big Macs, cookie dough ice cream – needs even less chewing, so jaws will 

keep shrinking, and we’ll likely lose our wisdom teeth. 

Beauty 

After people left Africa 100,000 years ago, humanity’s far-flung tribes became isolated by deserts, oceans, 

mountains, glaciers and sheer distance. In various parts of the world, different selective pressures – different 

climates, lifestyles and beauty standards – caused our appearance to evolve in different ways. Tribes evolved 

distinctive skin colour, eyes, hair and facial features. 

With civilisation’s rise and new technologies, these populations were linked again. Wars of conquest, empire 

building, colonisation and trade – including trade of other humans – all shifted populations, which interbred. 

Today, road, rail and aircraft link us too. Bushmen would walk 40 miles to find a partner; we’ll go 4,000 

miles. We’re increasingly one, worldwide population – freely mixing. That will create a world of hybrids – 

light brown skinned, dark-haired, Afro-Euro-Australo-Americo-Asians, their skin colour and facial features 

tending toward a global average. 

Sexual selection will further accelerate the evolution of our appearance. With most forms of natural selection 

no longer operating, mate choice will play a larger role. Humans might become more attractive, but more 

uniform in appearance. Globalised media may also create more uniform standards of beauty, pushing all 

humans towards a single ideal. Sex differences, however, could be exaggerated if the ideal is masculine-

looking men and feminine-looking women. 

Intelligence and personality 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/27858865?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27858865?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.pnas.org/content/112/2/372
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4475937/
https://www.nature.com/articles/nature16972
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Last, our brains and minds, our most distinctively human feature, will evolve, perhaps dramatically. Over the 

past 6 million years, hominin brain size roughly tripled, suggesting selection for big brains driven by tool use, 

complex societies and language. It might seem inevitable that this trend will continue, but it probably won’t. 

Instead, our brains are getting smaller. In Europe, brain size peaked 10,000—20,000 years ago, just before we 

invented farming. Then, brains got smaller. Modern humans have brains smaller than our ancient 

predecessors, or even medieval people. It’s unclear why. 

It could be that fat and protein were scarce once we shifted to farming, making it more costly to grow and 

maintain large brains. Brains are also energetically expensive – they burn around 20% of our daily calories. In 

agricultural societies with frequent famine, a big brain might be a liability. 

Maybe hunter-gatherer life was demanding in ways farming isn’t. In civilisation, you don’t need to outwit 

lions and antelopes, or memorise every fruit tree and watering hole within 1,000 square miles. Making and 

using bows and spears also requires fine motor control, coordination, the ability to track animals and 

trajectories — maybe the parts of our brains used for those things got smaller when we stopped hunting. 

Or maybe living in a large society of specialists demands less brainpower than living in a tribe of generalists. 

Stone-age people mastered many skills – hunting, tracking, foraging for plants, making herbal medicines and 

poisons, crafting tools, waging war, making music and magic. Modern humans perform fewer, more 

specialised roles as part of vast social networks, exploiting division of labour. In a civilisation, we specialise 

on a trade, then rely on others for everything else. 

That being said, brain size isn’t everything: elephants and orcas have bigger brains than us, and Einstein’s 

brain was smaller than average. Neanderthals had brains comparable to ours, but more of the brain was 

devoted to sight and control of the body, suggesting less capacity for things like language and tool use. So 

how much the loss of brain mass affects overall intelligence is unclear. Maybe we lost certain abilities, while 

enhancing others that are more relevant to modern life. It’s possible that we’ve maintained processing power 

by having fewer, smaller neurons. Still, I worry about what that missing 10% of my grey matter did. 

Curiously, domestic animals also evolved smaller brains. Sheep lost 24% of their brain mass after 

domestication; for cows, it’s 26%; dogs, 30%. This raises an unsettling possibility. Maybe being more willing 

to passively go with the flow (perhaps even thinking less), like a domesticated animal, has been bred into us, 

like it was for them. 

Our personalities must be evolving too. Hunter-gatherers’ lives required aggression. They hunted large 

mammals, killed over partners and warred with neighbouring tribes. We get meat from a store, and turn to 

police and courts to settle disputes. If war hasn’t disappeared, it now accounts for fewer deaths, relative to 

population, than at any time in history. Aggression, now a maladaptive trait, could be bred out. 

Changing social patterns will also change personalities. Humans live in much larger groups than other apes, 

forming tribes of around 1,000 in hunter-gatherers. But in today’s world people living in vast cities of 

https://humanorigins.si.edu/human-characteristics/brains
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fevo.2021.742639/full
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41464021
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41464021
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/3300
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnana.2014.00046/full
https://phys.org/news/2010-03-smart-killer-whales-orcas-2nd-biggest.html
https://phys.org/news/2005-01-einsteins-brain.html
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2013.0168
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rspb.2013.0168
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23264664
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047248406002193
https://www.amazon.com/Constant-Battles-Why-We-Fight-ebook/dp/B00DTDFOFG/ref=sr_1_1?crid=BG0I0EJMQB9I&keywords=constant+battles&qid=1645453352&sprefix=wodehous%2Caps%2C316&sr=8-1
https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace
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millions. In the past, our relationships were necessarily few, and often lifelong. Now we inhabit seas of 

people, moving often for work, and in the process forming thousands of relationships, many fleeting and, 

increasingly, virtual. This world will push us to become more outgoing, open and tolerant. Yet navigating 

such vast social networks may also require we become more willing to adapt ourselves to them – to be more 

conformist. 

Not everyone is psychologically well-adapted to this existence. Our instincts, desires and fears are largely 

those of stone-age ancestors, who found meaning in hunting and foraging for their families, warring with their 

neighbours and praying to ancestor-spirits in the dark. Modern society meets our material needs well, but is 

less able to meet the psychological needs of our primitive caveman brains. 

Perhaps because of this, increasing numbers of people suffer from psychological issues such as loneliness, 

anxiety and depression. Many turn to alcohol and other substances to cope. Selection against vulnerability to 

these conditions might improve our mental health, and make us happier as a species. But that could come at a 

price. Many great geniuses had their demons; leaders like Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill fought 

with depression, as did scientists such as Isaac Newton and Charles Darwin, and artists like Herman Melville 

and Emily Dickinson. Some, like Virginia Woolf, Vincent Van Gogh and Kurt Cobain, took their own lives. 

Others – Billy Holliday, Jimi Hendrix and Jack Kerouac – were destroyed by substance abuse. 

A disturbing thought is that troubled minds will be removed from the gene pool – but potentially at the cost of 

eliminating the sort of spark that created visionary leaders, great writers, artists and musicians. Future humans 

might be better adjusted – but less fun to party with and less likely to launch a scientific revolution — stable, 

happy and boring. 

New species? 

There were once nine human species, now it’s just us. But could new human species evolve? For that to 

happen, we’d need isolated populations subject to distinct selective pressures. Distance no longer isolates us, 

but reproductive isolation could theoretically be achieved by selective mating. If people were culturally 

segregated – marrying based on religion, class, caste, or even politics – distinct populations, even species, 

might evolve. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/06/health/lonliness-aging-health-effects.html
https://theconversation.com/were-other-humans-the-first-victims-of-the-sixth-mass-extinction-126638
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Dogs became highly diverse under civilisation.Source: shutterstock.com/Irina Kozorog 

In The Time Machine, sci-fi novelist H.G. Wells saw a future where class created distinct species. Upper 

classes evolved into the beautiful but useless Eloi, and the working classes become the ugly, subterranean 

Morlocks – who revolted and enslaved the Eloi. 

In the past, religion and lifestyle have sometimes produced genetically distinct groups, as seen in for 

example Jewish and Gypsy populations. Today, politics also divides us – could it divide us genetically? 

Liberals now move to be near other liberals, and conservatives to be near conservatives; many on the 

left won’t date Trump supporters and vice versa. 

Could this create two species, with instinctively different views? Probably not. Still, to the extent culture 

divides us, it could drive evolution in different ways, in different people. If cultures become more diverse, this 

could maintain and increase human genetic diversity. 

Strange New Possibilities 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/35
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3032072
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC31389
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0225405
https://time.com/5896607/dating-political-ideology/
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So far, I’ve mostly taken a historical perspective, looking back. But in some ways, the future might be 

radically unlike the past. Evolution itself has evolved. 

One of the more extreme possibilities is directed evolution, where we actively control our species’ evolution. 

We already breed ourselves when we choose partners with appearances and personalities we like. For 

thousands of years, hunter-gatherers arranged marriages, seeking good hunters for their daughters. Even 

where children chose partners, men were generally expected to seek approval of the bride’s parents. Similar 

traditions survive elsewhere today. In other words, we breed our own children. 

And going forward, we’ll do this with far more knowledge of what we’re doing, and more control over the 

genes of our progeny. We can already screen ourselves and embryos for genetic diseases. We could 

potentially choose embryos for desirable genes, as we do with crops. Direct editing of the DNA of a human 

embryo has been proven to be possible — but seems morally abhorrent, effectively turning children into 

subjects of medical experimentation. And yet, if such technologies were proven safe, I could imagine a future 

where you’d be a bad parent not to give your children the best genes possible. 

Computers also provide an entirely new selective pressure. As more and more matches are made on 

smartphones, we are delegating decisions about what the next generation looks like to computer algorithms, 

who recommend our potential matches. Digital code now helps choose what genetic code passed on to future 

generations, just like it shapes what you stream or buy online. This might sound like dark science fiction, but 

it’s already happening. Our genes are being curated by computer, just like our playlists. It’s hard to know 

where this leads, but I wonder if it’s entirely wise to turn over the future of our species to iPhones, the internet 

and the companies behind them. 

Discussions of human evolution are usually backward looking, as if the greatest triumphs and challenges were 

in the distant past. But as technology and culture enter a period of accelerating change, our genes will too. 

Arguably, the most interesting parts of evolution aren’t life’s origins, dinosaurs, or Neanderthals, but what’s 

happening right now, our present – and our future. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the Original 

article. 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/03/09/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-

humans-change-in-the-next-10000-years/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email 

  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3083418/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12110-004-1014-8
https://www.nature.com/scitable/topicpage/embryo-screening-and-the-ethics-of-human-60561/#:%7E:text=Also%20known%20as%20embryo%20screening,forced%20to%20make%20the%20difficult
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-00673-1
https://www.statista.com/chart/20822/way-of-meeting-partner-heterosexual-us-couples/#:%7E:text=Surveys%20carried%20out%20and%20analyzed,2%20percent%20to%2039%20percent.
https://www.statista.com/chart/20822/way-of-meeting-partner-heterosexual-us-couples/#:%7E:text=Surveys%20carried%20out%20and%20analyzed,2%20percent%20to%2039%20percent.
https://tinder.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Sapiens-Humankind-Yuval-Noah-Harari-ebook/dp/B00ICN066A/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2QHPQXXL0YKXN&keywords=sapiens&qid=1645456786&sprefix=sapiens%2Caps%2C124&sr=8-1
https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-humans-change-in-the-next-10-000-years-176997
https://theconversation.com/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-humans-change-in-the-next-10-000-years-176997
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/03/09/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-humans-change-in-the-next-10000-years/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/03/09/future-evolution-from-looks-to-brains-and-personality-how-will-humans-change-in-the-next-10000-years/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
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Evolution of a 2D alloy throughout the metal to semiconductor transition 

Transition metal dichalcogenides (TMDs) are layered compounds which can be thinned down to the single-

layer limit. While mechanical exfoliation generates atomically thin TMD flakes possessing an area of a few 

square microns, chemical and physical methods provide high-quality monolayers on large-area substrates, 

which are suitable for actual technological applications. 

 

Now, a team of researchers presents 1 an experimental and theoretical investigation of the aliovalent TMD 

alloy Nb1-δMoδSe2. The researchers investigate the atomic and electronic structure of this 2D alloy throughout 

the metal to semiconductor transition (monolayer NbSe2 to MoSe2), examining the evolution using low-

temperature scanning tunnelling microscopy / spectroscopy . 

 

TMDs are a class of van der Waals layered materials, an ideal playground for the investigation of exotic 

electronic phases in two dimensions due to greatly enhanced many-body interactions. One of the latest and 

most intriguing additions to the collection of nontrivial collective states in TMDs is a novel superconducting 

state dubbed “Ising superconductivity”, where spin-orbit coupling induced splitting of the singlet order 

parameter leads to a linear combination of momentum-separated singlet-triplet states, and an extraordinary 

https://mappingignorance.org/2022/05/12/evolution-of-a-2d-alloy-throughout-the-metal-to-semiconductor-transition/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-9547-1
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protection against magnetic-field induced pair breaking. It has been proposed that impurity scattering plays a 

key role in Ising superconductivity, in particular, making the formally infinite in-plane critical field finite. 

In transition metal dichalcogenides (TMD), the possibility of substituting one of the atomic elements by 

different species has greatly expanded the potential of this family of 2D materials. This route to obtain novel 

and stable TMD layers with tailored properties in the form of alloys (M1-δNδX2 or MX2(1-δ)Y2δ where M, N are 

transition metals and X, Y chalcogens, for binary alloys), has been recently demonstrated, and shows 

significant promise in electronic, optoelectronic and catalytic applications. Monolayer alloys that connect two 

MX2 materials with different phases (structural, electronic, magnetic, etc.) should enable one to manipulate 

these phase transitions where the chemical composition of the alloy serves as the tuning parameter. However, 

the synthesis of a particular TMD alloy is subject to the miscibility of the components and its thermodynamic 

stability. 

The point is to explore the effect of electron doping on the monolayer NbSe2 and track its impact on the 

electronic bands. Apart from the fact that the bandgap evolution and the band shifts are monotonic with δ, two 

results seem the most relevant. First, the metal-semiconductor transition in this TMD alloy occurs for Nb 

concentrations of 25% (δ = 0.75), which enables a wide-range across which the band gap can be tuned up to a 

maximum band gap of 2.2 eV of monolayer MoSe2. Second, a nearly simultaneous disappearance of the 

charge density wave and superconductivity is also observed when the Mo concentration exceeds 15% (δ ≥ 

0.15), which highlights the robustness of these collective states against disorder. 

Interestingly, superconducting critical temperature changes non-monotonically with doping. This contrasting 

behaviour in the normal and superconducting state is explained using first-principles calculations. The 

researchers show that Mo doping decreases the density of states at the Fermi level and the magnitude of 

pairbreaking spin fluctuations as a function of Mo content. 

While some aspects of the evolution of electronic and superconducting properties are seemingly unexpected, 

and even counterintuitive, our first-principles calculations yield complete microscopic insight into these 

changes as a function of doping. 

This work provides a general methodology to study a wide variety of disorder-driven 2D electronic phase 

transitions, which remain largely unexplored due to the lack of suitable platforms. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may have been copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced 

research paper/s. 
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Ice shards in Antarctic clouds let more solar energy reach Earth's surface 

 

View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Ice shards in Antarctic clouds let more solar energy reach Earth's surface 

 

Splintering of frozen liquid droplets to form ice shards an important process 

Clouds come in myriad shapes, sizes and types, which control their effects on climate. New research led by 

the University of Washington shows that the splintering of frozen liquid droplets to form ice shards inside 

Southern Ocean clouds dramatically affects the clouds' ability to reflect sunlight back to space. 

The paper, published in AGU Advances, shows that including this ice-splintering process improves the ability 

of high-resolution global models to simulate clouds over the Southern Ocean -- and thus the models' ability to 

simulate Earth's climate. The research was funded by the U.S. National Science Foundation. 

"There's much of interest in this paper, not only the surprising effect of ice splintering on clouds but the 

combination of high-res modeling with real-world data from satellites and an airplane," said Eric DeWeaver, 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/ice-shards-antarctic-clouds-let-more-solar-energy-reach-earths-surface#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-8d2769bf5bceea56084490501b?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.washington.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F04%2F13%2Fice-shards-in-antarctic-clouds-let-more-solar-energy-reach-earths-surface%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fice-shards-antarctic-clouds-let-more-solar-energy-reach-earths-surface
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-8d2769bf5bceea56084490501b?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fagupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com%2Fdoi%2F10.1029%2F2021AV000454&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fice-shards-antarctic-clouds-let-more-solar-energy-reach-earths-surface
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1660609&HistoricalAwards=false
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a program director in NSF's Division of Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences. "It will be interesting to see 

what more happens with this toolkit." 

Southern Ocean low clouds shouldn't be treated as liquid clouds, according to lead author Rachel Atlas of 

UW. "Ice formation in Southern Ocean low clouds has a substantial effect on cloud properties and needs to be 

accounted for in global models," she said. Co-authors of the study are Chris Bretherton at the Allen Institute 

for AI in Seattle; Marat Khairoutdinov at Stony Brook University in New York; and Peter Blossey at UW. 

The results show that it's important to include the process in which icy particles collide with supercooled 

droplets of water, causing them to freeze and then shatter and form many more shards of ice. Doing so makes 

the clouds dimmer, or decreases their reflectance, allowing more sunlight to reach the ocean's surface.  

The difference between including the details of ice formation inside the clouds versus not was 10 watts per 

square meter between 45 degrees south and 65 degrees south latitude in the summer, which is enough energy 

to have a significant effect on temperature. 

The study used observations from a field campaign that flew through Southern Ocean clouds, as well as data 

from NASA's Clouds and the Earth's Radiant Energy System satellite, and the Japanese satellite Himawari-8. 

Ice formation reduces clouds' reflectance because the ice particles form, grow and fall out of clouds very 

efficiently. 

"The ice crystals deplete much of the thinner cloud entirely, therefore reducing the horizontal coverage," 

Atlas said. "Ice crystals also deplete some of the liquid in the thick cores of the cloud. So the ice particles 

reduce the cloud cover and dim the remaining cloud." 

In February, summer in the Southern Ocean, about 90% of the skies are covered with clouds, and at least 25% 

of those clouds are affected by the type of ice formation that was the focus of the study. Getting clouds right, 

especially in new models that use smaller grid spacing to include clouds and storms, is important for 

calculating how much solar radiation reaches Earth. 

"The Southern Ocean is a massive global heat sink, but its ability to take heat from the atmosphere depends 

on the temperature structure of the upper ocean, which relates to the cloud cover," Atlas said. 

Research areas 

Division of Atmospheric and Geospace Sciences (GEO/AGS) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/ice-shards-antarctic-clouds-let-more-solar-energy-reach-earths-surface 
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Diddling 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

CONSIDERED AS ONE OF THE EXACT SCIENCES. 

Hey, diddle diddle The cat and the fiddle 

SINCE the world began there have been two Jeremys. The one wrote a Jeremiad about usury, and was called 

Jeremy Bentham. He has been much admired by Mr. John Neal, and was a great man in a small way. The 

other gave name to the most important of the Exact Sciences, and was a great man in a great way -- I may say, 

indeed, in the very greatest of ways. 

Diddling -- or the abstract idea conveyed by the verb to diddle -- is sufficiently well understood. Yet the fact, 

the deed, the thing diddling, is somewhat difficult to define. We may get, however, at a tolerably distinct 

conception of the matter in hand, by defining- not the thing, diddling, in itself -- but man, as an animal that 

diddles. Had Plato but hit upon this, he would have been spared the affront of the picked chicken. 

Very pertinently it was demanded of Plato, why a picked chicken, which was clearly "a biped without 

feathers," was not, according to his own definition, a man? But I am not to be bothered by any similar query. 

Man is an animal that diddles, and there is no animal that diddles but man. It will take an entire hen-coop of 

picked chickens to get over that. 

What constitutes the essence, the nare, the principle of diddling is, in fact, peculiar to the class of creatures 

that wear coats and pantaloons. A crow thieves; a fox cheats; a weasel outwits; a man diddles. To diddle is his 

destiny. "Man was made to mourn," says the poet. But not so: -- he was made to diddle. This is his aim -- his 

object- his end. And for this reason when a man's diddled we say he's "done." 

Diddling, rightly considered, is a compound, of which the ingredients are minuteness, interest, perseverance, 

ingenuity, audacity, nonchalance, originality, impertinence, and grin. 

Minuteness: -- Your diddler is minute. His operations are upon a small scale. His business is retail, for cash, 

or approved paper at sight. Should he ever be tempted into magnificent speculation, he then, at once, loses his 

distinctive features, and becomes what we term "financier." This latter word conveys the diddling idea in 

every respect except that of magnitude. A diddler may thus be regarded as a banker in petto -- a "financial 

operation," as a diddle at Brobdignag. The one is to the other, as Homer to "Flaccus" -- as a Mastodon to a 

mouse -- as the tail of a comet to that of a pig. 

Interest: -- Your diddler is guided by self-interest. He scorns to diddle for the mere sake of the diddle. He has 

an object in view- his pocket -- and yours. He regards always the main chance. He looks to Number One. You 

are Number Two, and must look to yourself. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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Perseverance: -- Your diddler perseveres. He is not readily discouraged. Should even the banks break, he 

cares nothing about it. He steadily pursues his end, and 

Ut canis a corio nunquam absterrebitur uncto. so he never lets go of his game. 

Ingenuity: -- Your diddler is ingenious. He has constructiveness large. He understands plot. He invents and 

circumvents. Were he not Alexander he would be Diogenes. Were he not a diddler, he would be a maker of 

patent rat-traps or an angler for trout. 

Audacity: -- Your diddler is audacious. -- He is a bold man. He carries the war into Africa. He conquers all by 

assault. He would not fear the daggers of Frey Herren. With a little more prudence Dick Turpin would have 

made a good diddler; with a trifle less blarney, Daniel O'Connell; with a pound or two more brains Charles 

the Twelfth. 

Nonchalance: -- Your diddler is nonchalant. He is not at all nervous. He never had any nerves. He is never 

seduced into a flurry. He is never put out -- unless put out of doors. He is cool -- cool as a cucumber. He is 

calm -- "calm as a smile from Lady Bury." He is easy- easy as an old glove, or the damsels of ancient Baiae. 

Originality: -- Your diddler is original -- conscientiously so. His thoughts are his own. He would scorn to 

employ those of another. A stale trick is his aversion. He would return a purse, I am sure, upon discovering 

that he had obtained it by an unoriginal diddle. 

Impertinence. -- Your diddler is impertinent. He swaggers. He sets his arms a-kimbo. He thrusts. his hands in 

his trowsers' pockets. He sneers in your face. He treads on your corns. He eats your dinner, he drinks your 

wine, he borrows your money, he pulls your nose, he kicks your poodle, and he kisses your wife. 

Grin: -- Your true diddler winds up all with a grin. But this nobody sees but himself. He grins when his daily 

work is done -- when his allotted labors are accomplished -- at night in his own closet, and altogether for his 

own private entertainment. He goes home. He locks his door. He divests himself of his clothes. He puts out 

his candle. He gets into bed. He places his head upon the pillow. All this done, and your diddler grins. This is 

no hypothesis. It is a matter of course. I reason a priori, and a diddle would be no diddle without a grin. 

The origin of the diddle is referrable to the infancy of the Human Race. Perhaps the first diddler was Adam. 

At all events, we can trace the science back to a very remote period of antiquity. The moderns, however, have 

brought it to a perfection never dreamed of by our thick-headed progenitors. Without pausing to speak of the 

"old saws," therefore, I shall content myself with a compendious account of some of the more "modern 

instances." 

A very good diddle is this. A housekeeper in want of a sofa, for instance, is seen to go in and out of several 

cabinet warehouses. At length she arrives at one offering an excellent variety. She is accosted, and invited to 

enter, by a polite and voluble individual at the door. She finds a sofa well adapted to her views, and upon 

inquiring the price, is surprised and delighted to hear a sum named at least twenty per cent. lower than her 

expectations. She hastens to make the purchase, gets a bill and receipt, leaves her address, with a request that 

the article be sent home as speedily as possible, and retires amid a profusion of bows from the shopkeeper. 

The night arrives and no sofa. A servant is sent to make inquiry about the delay. The whole transaction is 

denied. No sofa has been sold -- no money received -- except by the diddler, who played shop-keeper for the 

nonce. 
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Our cabinet warehouses are left entirely unattended, and thus afford every facility for a trick of this kind. 

Visiters enter, look at furniture, and depart unheeded and unseen. Should any one wish to purchase, or to 

inquire the price of an article, a bell is at hand, and this is considered amply sufficient. 

Again, quite a respectable diddle is this. A well-dressed individual enters a shop, makes a purchase to the 

value of a dollar; finds, much to his vexation, that he has left his pocket-book in another coat pocket; and so 

says to the shopkeeper- 

"My dear sir, never mind; just oblige me, will you, by sending the bundle home? But stay! I really believe that 

I have nothing less than a five dollar bill, even there. However, you can send four dollars in change with the 

bundle, you know." 

"Very good, sir," replies the shop-keeper, who entertains, at once, a lofty opinion of the high-mindedness of 

his customer. "I know fellows," he says to himself, "who would just have put the goods under their arm, and 

walked off with a promise to call and pay the dollar as they came by in the afternoon." 

A boy is sent with the parcel and change. On the route, quite accidentally, he is met by the purchaser, who 

exclaims: 

"Ah! This is my bundle, I see -- I thought you had been home with it, long ago. Well, go on! My wife, Mrs. 

Trotter, will give you the five dollars -- I left instructions with her to that effect. The change you might as well 

give to me -- I shall want some silver for the Post Office. Very good! One, two, is this a good quarter?- three, 

four -- quite right! Say to Mrs. Trotter that you met me, and be sure now and do not loiter on the way." 

The boy doesn't loiter at all -- but he is a very long time in getting back from his errand -- for no lady of the 

precise name of Mrs. Trotter is to be discovered. He consoles himself, however, that he has not been such a 

fool as to leave the goods without the money, and re-entering his shop with a self-satisfied air, feels sensibly 

hurt and indignant when his master asks him what has become of the change. 

A very simple diddle, indeed, is this. The captain of a ship, which is about to sail, is presented by an official 

looking person with an unusually moderate bill of city charges. Glad to get off so easily, and confused by a 

hundred duties pressing upon him all at once, he discharges the claim forthwith. In about fifteen minutes, 

another and less reasonable bill is handed him by one who soon makes it evident that the first collector was a 

diddler, and the original collection a diddle. 

And here, too, is a somewhat similar thing. A steamboat is casting loose from the wharf. A traveller, 

portmanteau in hand, is discovered running toward the wharf, at full speed. Suddenly, he makes a dead halt, 

stoops, and picks up something from the ground in a very agitated manner. It is a pocket-book, and -- "Has 

any gentleman lost a pocketbook?" he cries. No one can say that he has exactly lost a pocket-book; but a great 

excitement ensues, when the treasure trove is found to be of value. The boat, however, must not be detained. 

"Time and tide wait for no man," says the captain. 

"For God's sake, stay only a few minutes," says the finder of the book -- "the true claimant will presently 

appear." 

"Can't wait!" replies the man in authority; "cast off there, d'ye hear?" 
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"What am I to do?" asks the finder, in great tribulation. "I am about to leave the country for some years, and I 

cannot conscientiously retain this large amount in my possession. I beg your pardon, sir," [here he addresses a 

gentleman on shore,] "but you have the air of an honest man. Will you confer upon me the favor of taking 

charge of this pocket-book -- I know I can trust you -- and of advertising it? The notes, you see, amount to a 

very considerable sum. The owner will, no doubt, insist upon rewarding you for your trouble- 

"Me! -- no, you! -- it was you who found the book." 

"Well, if you must have it so -- I will take a small reward -- just to satisfy your scruples. Let me see -- why 

these notes are all hundreds- bless my soul! a hundred is too much to take -- fifty would be quite enough, I am 

sure- 

"Cast off there!" says the captain. 

"But then I have no change for a hundred, and upon the whole, you had better- 

"Cast off there!" says the captain. 

"Never mind!" cries the gentleman on shore, who has been examining his own pocket-book for the last 

minute or so -- "never mind! I can fix it -- here is a fifty on the Bank of North America -- throw the book." 

And the over-conscientious finder takes the fifty with marked reluctance, and throws the gentleman the book, 

as desired, while the steamboat fumes and fizzes on her way. In about half an hour after her departure, the 

"large amount" is seen to be a "counterfeit presentment," and the whole thing a capital diddle. 

A bold diddle is this. A camp-meeting, or something similar, is to be held at a certain spot which is accessible 

only by means of a free bridge. A diddler stations himself upon this bridge, respectfully informs all passers by 

of the new county law, which establishes a toll of one cent for foot passengers, two for horses and donkeys, 

and so forth, and so forth. Some grumble but all submit, and the diddler goes home a wealthier man by some 

fifty or sixty dollars well earned. This taking a toll from a great crowd of people is an excessively 

troublesome thing. 

A neat diddle is this. A friend holds one of the diddler's promises to pay, filled up and signed in due form, 

upon the ordinary blanks printed in red ink. The diddler purchases one or two dozen of these blanks, and 

every day dips one of them in his soup, makes his dog jump for it, and finally gives it to him as a bonne 

bouche. The note arriving at maturity, the diddler, with the diddler's dog, calls upon the friend, and the 

promise to pay is made the topic of discussion. The friend produces it from his escritoire, and is in the act of 

reaching it to the diddler, when up jumps the diddler's dog and devours it forthwith. The diddler is not only 

surprised but vexed and incensed at the absurd behavior of his dog, and expresses his entire readiness to 

cancel the obligation at any moment when the evidence of the obligation shall be forthcoming. 

A very mean diddle is this. A lady is insulted in the street by a diddler's accomplice. The diddler himself flies 

to her assistance, and, giving his friend a comfortable thrashing, insists upon attending the lady to her own 

door. He bows, with his hand upon his heart, and most respectfully bids her adieu. She entreats him, as her 

deliverer, to walk in and be introduced to her big brother and her papa. With a sigh, he declines to do so. "Is 

there no way, then, sir," she murmurs, "in which I may be permitted to testify my gratitude?" 
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"Why, yes, madam, there is. Will you be kind enough to lend me a couple of shillings?" 

In the first excitement of the moment the lady decides upon fainting outright. Upon second thought, however, 

she opens her purse-strings and delivers the specie. Now this, I say, is a diddle minute -- for one entire moiety 

of the sum borrowed has to be paid to the gentleman who had the trouble of performing the insult, and who 

had then to stand still and be thrashed for performing it. 

Rather a small but still a scientific diddle is this. The diddler approaches the bar of a tavern, and demands a 

couple of twists of tobacco. These are handed to him, when, having slightly examined them, he says: 

"I don't much like this tobacco. Here, take it back, and give me a glass of brandy and water in its place." The 

brandy and water is furnished and imbibed, and the diddler makes his way to the door. But the voice of the 

tavern-keeper arrests him. 

"I believe, sir, you have forgotten to pay for your brandy and water." 

"Pay for my brandy and water! -- didn't I give you the tobacco for the brandy and water? What more would 

you have?" 

"But, sir, if you please, I don't remember that you paid me for the tobacco." 

"What do you mean by that, you scoundrel? -- Didn't I give you back your tobacco? Isn't that your tobacco 

lying there? Do you expect me to pay for what I did not take?" 

"But, sir," says the publican, now rather at a loss what to say, "but sir-" 

"But me no buts, sir," interrupts the diddler, apparently in very high dudgeon, and slamming the door after 

him, as he makes his escape. -- "But me no buts, sir, and none of your tricks upon travellers." 

Here again is a very clever diddle, of which the simplicity is not its least recommendation. A purse, or pocket-

book, being really lost, the loser inserts in one of the daily papers of a large city a fully descriptive 

advertisement. 

Whereupon our diddler copies the facts of this advertisement, with a change of heading, of general 

phraseology and address. The original, for instance, is long, and verbose, is headed "A Pocket-Book Lost!" 

and requires the treasure, when found, to be left at No. 1 Tom Street. The copy is brief, and being headed with 

"Lost" only, indicates No. 2 Dick, or No. 3 Harry Street, as the locality at which the owner may be seen. 

Moreover, it is inserted in at least five or six of the daily papers of the day, while in point of time, it makes its 

appearance only a few hours after the original. Should it be read by the loser of the purse, he would hardly 

suspect it to have any reference to his own misfortune. But, of course, the chances are five or six to one, that 

the finder will repair to the address given by the diddler, rather than to that pointed out by the rightful 

proprietor. The former pays the reward, pockets the treasure and decamps. 

Quite an analogous diddle is this. A lady of ton has dropped, some where in the street, a diamond ring of very 

unusual value. For its recovery, she offers some forty or fifty dollars reward -- giving, in her advertisement, a 

very minute description of the gem, and of its settings, and declaring that, on its restoration at No. so and so, 

in such and such Avenue, the reward would be paid instanter, without a single question being asked. During 
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the lady's absence from home, a day or two afterwards, a ring is heard at the door of No. so and so, in such 

and such Avenue; a servant appears; the lady of the house is asked for and is declared to be out, at which 

astounding information, the visitor expresses the most poignant regret. His business is of importance and 

concerns the lady herself. In fact, he had the good fortune to find her diamond ring. But perhaps it would be 

as well that he should call again. "By no means!" says the servant; and "By no means!" says the lady's sister 

and the lady's sister-in-law, who are summoned forthwith. The ring is clamorously identified, the reward is 

paid, and the finder nearly thrust out of doors. The lady returns and expresses some little dissatisfaction with 

her sister and sister-in-law, because they happen to have paid forty or fifty dollars for a fac-simile of her 

diamond ring -- a fac-simile made out of real pinch-beck and unquestionable paste. 

But as there is really no end to diddling, so there would be none to this essay, were I even to hint at half the 

variations, or inflections, of which this science is susceptible. I must bring this paper, perforce, to a 

conclusion, and this I cannot do better than by a summary notice of a very decent, but rather elaborate diddle, 

of which our own city was made the theatre, not very long ago, and which was subsequently repeated with 

success, in other still more verdant localities of the Union. A middle-aged gentleman arrives in town from 

parts unknown. He is remarkably precise, cautious, staid, and deliberate in his demeanor. His dress is 

scrupulously neat, but plain, unostentatious. He wears a white cravat, an ample waistcoat, made with an eye to 

comfort alone; thick-soled cosy-looking shoes, and pantaloons without straps. He has the whole air, in fact, of 

your well-to-do, sober-sided, exact, and respectable "man of business," Par excellence -- one of the stern and 

outwardly hard, internally soft, sort of people that we see in the crack high comedies -- fellows whose words 

are so many bonds, and who are noted for giving away guineas, in charity, with the one hand, while, in the 

way of mere bargain, they exact the uttermost fraction of a farthing with the other. 

He makes much ado before he can get suited with a boarding house. He dislikes children. He has been 

accustomed to quiet. His habits are methodical -- and then he would prefer getting into a private and 

respectable small family, piously inclined. Terms, however, are no object -- only he must insist upon settling 

his bill on the first of every month, (it is now the second) and begs his landlady, when he finally obtains one 

to his mind, not on any account to forget his instructions upon this point -- but to send in a bill, and receipt, 

precisely at ten o'clock, on the first day of every month, and under no circumstances to put it off to the 

second. 

These arrangements made, our man of business rents an office in a reputable rather than a fashionable quarter 

of the town. There is nothing he more despises than pretense. "Where there is much show," he says, "there is 

seldom any thing very solid behind" -- an observation which so profoundly impresses his landlady's fancy, 

that she makes a pencil memorandum of it forthwith, in her great family Bible, on the broad margin of the 

Proverbs of Solomon. 

The next step is to advertise, after some such fashion as this, in the principal business six-pennies of the city -- 

the pennies are eschewed as not "respectable" -- and as demanding payment for all advertisements in advance. 

Our man of business holds it as a point of his faith that work should never be paid for until done. 

"WANTED -- The advertisers, being about to commence extensive business operations in this city, will 

require the services of three or four intelligent and competent clerks, to whom a liberal salary will be paid. 

The very best recommendations, not so much for capacity, as for integrity, will be expected. Indeed, as the 

duties to be performed involve high responsibilities, and large amounts of money must necessarily pass 

through the hands of those engaged, it is deemed advisable to demand a deposit of fifty dollars from each 
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clerk employed. No person need apply, therefore, who is not prepared to leave this sum in the possession of 

the advertisers, and who cannot furnish the most satisfactory testimonials of morality. Young gentlemen 

piously inclined will be preferred. Application should be made between the hours of ten and eleven A. M., 

and four and five P. M., of Messrs. 

"Bogs, Hogs Logs, Frogs & Co., 

"No. 110 Dog Street" 

By the thirty-first day of the month, this advertisement has brought to the office of Messrs. Bogs, Hogs, Logs, 

Frogs, and Company, some fifteen or twenty young gentlemen piously inclined. But our man of business is in 

no hurry to conclude a contract with any -- no man of business is ever precipitate -- and it is not until the most 

rigid catechism in respect to the piety of each young gentleman's inclination, that his services are engaged and 

his fifty dollars receipted for, just by way of proper precaution, on the part of the respectable firm of Bogs, 

Hogs, Logs, Frogs, and Company. On the morning of the first day of the next month, the landlady does not 

present her bill, according to promise -- a piece of neglect for which the comfortable head of the house ending 

in ogs would no doubt have chided her severely, could he have been prevailed upon to remain in town a day 

or two for that purpose. 

As it is, the constables have had a sad time of it, running hither and thither, and all they can do is to declare 

the man of business most emphatically, a "hen knee high" -- by which some persons imagine them to imply 

that, in fact, he is n. e. i. -- by which again the very classical phrase non est inventus, is supposed to be 

understood. In the meantime the young gentlemen, one and all, are somewhat less piously inclined than 

before, while the landlady purchases a shilling's worth of the Indian rubber, and very carefully obliterates the 

pencil memorandum that some fool has made in her great family Bible, on the broad margin of the Proverbs 

of Solomon. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/diddling 
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If They Want to Be Published, Literary Writers Can’t Be Honest About Money  

Naomi Kanakia on the Class Contradictions at the Heart of Publishing 

By Naomi Kanakia 

 

June 23, 2022 

Nowadays it seems any writer of literary fiction must have some opinion on the economic organization of 

society under “late-stage capitalism,” and yet it’s rare to see an honest treatment of work or money in their 

fiction. 

Not to pick on her too much (because I quite enjoy her work), but the most prominent example is Sally 

Rooney, a Marxist writer whose characters drift through life from success to success and never worry about 

money, their class status thoroughly abstract, grounded in feelings of insecurity about manners, rather than 

concrete issues involving basic human needs (food, shelter, health, autonomy). 

It’s a silence endemic not just to literary fiction, but to our larger literary culture. This past March, editorial 

assistants at large publishing houses made a week-long outcry on Twitter over their slow pace of progression, 

low pay, and long hours—several of them quit, very publicly. 

Publishing vets were baffled: this has always been the case, for decades upon decades, so why are the 

assistants complaining now? 

Meanwhile outsiders wondered: how can people be expected to live on these salaries? 

But nobody answered: they’re not. We know they’re not. The numbers don’t add up. The typical salary for an 

editor at Penguin Random House is $67,000 (according to Glass Door), with entry level wages much lower 

https://lithub.com/author/naomikanakia/
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than that, barely reaching $50,000. The average rent for a studio apartment in New York is, nowadays, in the 

$3,000 a month range (according to Zumper), making living without roommates unaffordable on an editor’s 

salary. That’s fine when you’re in your twenties, but many editors are well into their thirties or forties. 

The truth is, we don’t know the answer to the general question, “How does an editor survive on their salary?” 

because, unlike with other skilled trades (doctor, lawyer, engineer, plumber, carpenter, etc), there is no typical 

way for an editor to survive. There is no route where an idealistic kid starts out as an editor and after some 

years of good performance, they find their footing and make money. Each case of someone surviving is an 

exception, and it requires its own explanation. 

Often, the explanation involves family money or a well-off spouse. Other editors have simply embraced 

precarity: they have rent-stabilized apartments, and they don’t have kids, and they never go on vacation, and 

their retirement plan is to die at 65. And a few make a lucky score: they acquire a book that gets really big, 

and they can write their own ticket, negotiating for a larger than average salary. 

In something like a combination of these phenomena there also exists the hereditary creative class: NYC 

natives whose parents were successful in the creative world and who, through a combination of family, New 

York-based social networks, and other privileges and/or dodges, are able to make living and working in New 

York viable. As Molly McGhee, the former assistant who started the publishing furor, put it in a recent tweet: 

“Everyone in publishing whose parents have a wikipedia page is mad at me right now.” 

The same is true for writers of literary novels. We can see from the biographies of successful literary writers 

that almost none of them have worked in occupations outside publishing and academia. Out of 34 writers 

awarded—or shortlisted for—the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction since 2011, only one currently practices a 

profession outside the literary world (Daniel Mason, a psychiatrist), and even in their prior lives, jobs outside 

academia or NYC-based media were sufficiently rare that Eowyn Ivey (formerly a reporter in Wasilla, 

Alaska), Tommy Orange (a community college grad with a patchwork of job experience), Jennifer Egan (odd 

jobs in New York), Margaret Verble (a twenty-year career as a designer of training workshops) stand out as 

exceptions. 

Literary fiction has created a fantasy world where issues of material scarcity have a vague, unreal quality. 

The answer to “Why don’t literary writers work in professions outside media or academia” is a complicated 

one. It’s not simply that they tend to come from or marry into moneyed backgrounds (though this is a large 

part of it). The real answer probably has to do with the existence of academia as a catchment for writers 

who don’t have outside support. 

Being a literary writer is a bit like belonging to a guild, and, as with a medieval guild, once you’re a master 

(i.e. have published a well-regarded book) the guild won’t let you fall into poverty, so long as you’re willing 

to take whatever academic job you can find. Moreover, it’s difficult to win a literary prize if you’re not an 

active part of the guild, so people who work non-guild jobs often don’t get Pulitzers in the first place. 

But this still does not answer the question: “Why do literary writers not write about money and work?” After 

all, if we are simply saying that literary writers tend to be insulated by academia, family money, or personal 

connections from full-time wage labor, we’re not saying anything new. That’s always been the knock on 

high-brow writers. Nor are writers restricted to writing what they know: Emile Zola came from the moneyed 

classes and never worked outside journalism, but he still wrote extensively about all sorts of occupations. 

* 
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Of course it’s certainly possible to reject my core premise and say “But there are plenty of novels about 

work.” Firstly, some literary writers have written about work. There are numerous novels about life in the 

academic precariat: Brandon Taylor’s Real Life and Christine Smallwood’s The Life of the Mind come to 

mind. And books about working in publishing companies or the media or the tech industry are not 

uncommon. There is even the rare literary novel that is actually about someone doing a job (Kiley 

Reid’s Such A Fun Age or Angie Kim’s Miracle Creek, for example). 

But these novels are exceptions. In most literary novels, there is little indication of how the protagonist earns 

a living and is able to afford their lifestyle, or if there are attempts at these indicators, it’s clear that the 

numbers don’t add up. 

I’m thinking, for instance, of a novel I loved, The Love Affairs of Nathaniel P, about a thirtysomething man in 

New York who lives alone and doesn’t work, aside from one novel he published several years ago. At no 

point in the book does he worry or think about money—the implication is, somehow, he’s able to live for 

many years off the advance and/or royalties from his book (a ludicrous idea if you understand the economics 

of book advances). 

* 

So why do contemporary literary writers treat work and money as if they are mysteries, about which nothing 

can be spoken? 

I think the answer has to do with the structure and readership of the current literary market. Literary fiction 

must cater to two groups. The first and smaller group is the high-brow: well credentialed academics, critics, 

and aspiring writers, who write and talk about books and whose opinions drive critical reputations. 

But the source of sales, and the ultimate source of literary fiction’s status as the most popular of the high arts, 

is the middle-brow audience: the large number of college-educated people in this country who, when they 

read books, want books that are to some degree improving. The book-club audience, in other words. 

You cannot write about life in contemporary Brooklyn if you’re not describing the family connections that get 

you the job or the parents who give you money to subsidize your rent. 

This mostly white group does not have a voice when it comes to determining what writers receive awards and 

such, but they are the silent market for all literary novels published through large presses. And this group 

tends to be college-educated and to work in a white-collar profession. I’m talking about the lawyer in 

Cleveland who loves Meg Wolitzer’s The Interestings or the book club in Nebraska that’s eager to discuss the 

latest Zadie Smith novel. 

Although books need to have high-brow appeal to be published by literary presses (without it, they simply get 

shunted to the presses that sell “upmarket” commercial fiction), it’s also difficult for an author to sell a book 

to a major imprint unless it can be compared to a recent example of a book that resonated with the middle-

brow audience. 

Thus an author is in the difficult situation of needing to please two different audiences with different tastes. 

They need to write for their fellow students in the MFA and for those students’ mothers. For their English 

grad student roommate and for the roommate who works in marketing. 

* 
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But this does not, on its face, seem to require reticence about money. After all, for the bulk of its reading, this 

middle-class audience tends to read commercial fiction, and commercial fiction does not shy away from 

questions of money and occupation. 

The industry “tell-all” is almost a genre of its own at this point. Beginning with The Nanny Diaries and 

gaining steam with The Devil Wears Prada, these books usually show the underbelly of some glamorous 

female-coded profession. 

Some professions have entire genres devoted to their workings: the police have the procedural; lawyers the 

legal thriller; doctors have medical ethics novels (mostly shelved in women’s fiction) or medical thrillers; 

soldiers have the war novel; spies have the spy-thriller. 

Even business-people have their genre, albeit a shrinking one, that takes two forms: the business-school 

parable, intended to illustrate good management practices, like Elihu Goldratt’s shockingly readable The 

Goal or business explications of the sort Arthur Hailey or James Michener used to write. 

Other genres have subcategories that cover every variety of labor: nurse romances and nurse detective stories; 

Greek shipping tycoon romances; librarian mysteries, etc. If you want to read about a form of labor, you can 

most certainly find a work of fiction where the character engages in that form of labor. 

To portray life in elite institutions without any details of the privilege that make such a life possible means 

creating a picture that is fundamentally false. 

Moreover, the demographics of commercial fiction writers give lie to the idea that it’s impossible to write a 

novel while holding down a full-time job. If it was, we might be able to understand why so many literary 

writers don’t work, but there are many commercial novelists who work full-time jobs. There are commercial 

writers who work in every field you can imagine. For instance, I have a friend who is an ER nurse: she wrote 

a series of five paranormal romance novels about an ER nurse. 

* 

In the 19th century, high-brow writers wrote freely about money and occupation (whether their own or 

others). In the 19th century, most of the writers we now consider to be part of the canon didn’t work for a 

living, and yet they had no shame in writing about their own peculiar relationship to money and work. 

The essential Jane Austen plot is about a woman of good family who doesn’t have an independent income (a 

competence) and needs to marry well. Trollope’s The Warden is about a gentleman cleric who comes under 

criticism from a journalist who thinks the cleric’s handsome income comes at the expense of the 

superannuated poor men he ought to be caring for (Trollope famously held a job with the post office through 

most of his writing career). Tolstoy’s novels go deep into the intricacies of the life of the Russian landed 

gentry, whether it’s modernizing farming methods or the debt that comes from living in the city. Gogol’s 

work is often about the absurdities of life in government service. The classic Chinese novel Dream of the Red 

Chamber is about a noble Manchu family that is slowly falling out of imperial favor. Thomas 

Mann’s Buddenbrooks is about the decline of a German mercantile family. Henry James’s most accessible 

novel, Washington Square, is about an heiress who is being romanced by a man that her cruel father believes 

is only after her money. (Henry James of course wrote the passage in literature that best exemplifies 

American fiction’s love-hate relationship with money: the page and a half in The Ambassadors where he 

circles around and around the identity of “the little nameless object” whose manufacture is the source of his 

hero Strether’s fortune). 
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Generally, the problems of moneyed people come in only a few forms: excessive spending that leads to debt, 

which encumbers the estate and reduces future income; odd or arcane inheritance laws that mean a person 

used to leisure might someday become penniless; and conflict with parents over inheritances. But from these 

relatively few problems arose almost the entirety of 19th-century literature. 

It’s worth noting that these relatively realistic treatments of money and occupation tended to be less-popular 

with contemporary middle-class audiences, who, when they read about the upper-classes, preferred to read 

“sensation novels” like Mary Elizabeth Bradley’s thrilling Lady Audley’s Secret or Charles Reade’s Griffith 

Gaunt. 

* 

Nor did their lack of experience with work prevent the 19th-century novelist from writing about jobs and 

labor! The realist or naturalist novel formed a major strain in 19th-century literature. 

In Emile Zola’s best novels, a hero or heroine from the lower-class Lantier family, who are genetically prone 

to alcoholism and madness, is placed in some uniquely modern new industry or milieu, and they seek to build 

a good life for themselves, and seem at times on the cusp of success, only to be driven down inevitably into 

madness. La Bete Humaine features a serial killer who works on trains. L’Assommoir is about a laundry-

woman married to a house-painter. The Masterpiece is about an impressionist painter (based on his childhood 

friend, Cezanne). The Earth is about a farmer, The Debacle is about soldiers, and so on. 

Naturalism had a strong influence on American literature. Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle turned America’s 

stomachs with its frank depictions of the meatpacking industry, and at the end its Lithuanian hero spends two 

chapters discussing socialism with a labor organizer. Frank Norris’s The Pit discussed the horrors of Wall 

Street. Stephen Crane’s Maggie, Girl of the Streets dealt with poverty. 

If you write novels that treat office work entirely as an analogue of industrial capitalism, the novel will fall 

flat, because it is inherently untrue. 

Interestingly, almost no novels in the Naturalist tradition achieved significant contemporary popularity in 

America. As James D. Hart put it in his history of the popular novel in America, The Jungle, for all its 

influence, was less widely sold than “Winston Churchill’s Coniston, a mild novel of reform published the 

same year.” Hart writes, “Not until the publication of Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath in 1939 was a so-called 

proleterian novel widely enough read for the working class to be aware of it.” 

And during this time, the “success novels” of Horatio Alger, about striving youth who achieve wealth and 

fame, dramatically outsold Naturalist novels. The new middle-class also loved to read depictions of bucolic 

country life like Kate Douglas Wiggin’s Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, and when they took up a social novel, 

they preferred a strange setting (Anna Karenina proved very popular in translation) or a fantastic or romantic 

element (Edward Bellamy’s proto-sci-fi Looking Backwards was a huge best-seller). 

Here we see the dichotomy between middle-brow and high-brow reading tastes. Although the books from this 

period that were taken up by critics and academics are full of realistic discussion of money and occupation, 

these themes were not at all popular amongst contemporary readers even in the late 19th century. Even 

readers interested in social reform and progress preferred nonfiction: Henry George’s Progress and 

Poverty (advocating a single tax on land) sold two million copies between 1877 and 1905. 

And that dichotomy continues to this day. In today’s modern commercial categories, you’ll note that with one 

exception (crime fiction), the job is rarely a nexus of soul-crushing horror. Even in The Devil Wears Prada, 
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the assistant eventually gains some respect for her glamorous profession (though that’s less true in the novel 

than in the film). And in crime fiction, although the characters are often in dire financial straits, they almost 

immediately break free into Romanticism and take action to change their lives. 

Whereas in literary novels, whether they deal with the manners of the genteel or with working-class factory 

life, work is almost uniformly treated with horror. Gentlepeople will do anything to avoid work (the 

beginning of Trollope’s Can You Ever Forgive Her? centers on a gently-born clerk who keeps begging the 

crown to let him keep his salary without having to go to the office three days a week to earn it), and when 

work is depicted, it’s shown as remorseless and soul-crushing, a la Zola or Steinbeck. 

* 

The Naturalist novel and the classic 19th-century comedy of manners about the money woes of genteel people 

were buried by the same phenomenon—the Great Depression and the World Wars meant that the rich were no 

longer as rich; the post-war boom meant the poor were no longer as poor. As Thomas Piketty ably 

documented in Capital in the Twenty-First Century, the difference in wealth between the richest and the 

poorest was lower in the middle of the 20th century than it had ever been in the West. 

Moreover, university enrollment exploded as a result of this new equality, and college gave more people a 

taste for highbrow fiction. Thus, as the 20th century progressed, you had more middle-class people looking 

for high culture, and this resulted in unique problems. Fiction was still being written by people from the upper 

tiers of society, but now it was being read by people in the lower tiers. 

At the time, Dwight McDonald’s classic essay, “Masscult and Midcult,” bemoaned the rise of a dumbed down 

“middlebrow” literature, that allows middle-class people to feel as if they’re gaining the benefits of high 

culture, and it called out precisely this bland quality in contemporary literature. 

* 

In the 1950s and 60s, the closest heir to naturalism amongst (relatively) high-brow literature was the tide of 

novels about what William Whyte called “Organization Men”—people, usually men, who’d been demolished 

and rendered soulless and gray by life in contemporary firms and corporations. 

The best of these is probably Richard Yates’s Revolutionary Road, about two would-be bohemians, April and 

Frank Wheeler, whose brightness is extinguished by suburban life. And this run of books finally established 

the dominant myth of modern office work: it’s really, really, really tedious and boring. 

Unlike meatpacking or fruit-picking or the subjects of previous naturalist novels, office life seemed inherently 

undramatic to the literary writer, and in a highbrow culture steeped in disdain for money and for industrial 

life, and one furthermore in which most of its participants didn’t work, it was difficult to treat the setting with 

respect. 

Moreover, the problem with writing naturalistically about the office is that your subject might actually read 

your book! And that means you’re on much trickier terrain. After all, the office worker usually wants to be an 

office worker. They have chosen this path, rather than painting houses or working on an assembly line. 

In literary novels, whether they deal with the manners of the genteel or with working-class factory life, work 

is almost uniformly treated with horror. 
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If you write novels that treat office work entirely as an analogue of industrial capitalism, the novel will fall 

flat, because it is inherently untrue: office workers, in theory, have a level of freedom that factory workers do 

not; an office worker could quit and enter the factory, while the reverse isn’t true (insofar as late capitalism 

values credentials over experience-based skills). 

The solution is obvious: simply write about office work as it actually is. Write about the things people want 

from the office. Write about people asking for raises, seeking promotions, maneuvering for preferment. 

Some literary novelists followed this route. Perhaps ironically, Louis Auchincloss—the last, with Gore Vidal, 

of the high society writers—was one writer who wrote serious fiction about the inner workings of white-collar 

enterprises. 

In this, he was treading the same path as a number of commercial writers who wrote sincere, non-satirical 

books about office life. My favorite of these was Cameron Hawley, a writer who produced five novels during 

the 1950s and 60s about the intricacies of business deals. His best was Executive Suite, about five men vying 

to fill the place of a recently deceased executive at their company. Hawley had personal experience of these 

matters: he worked for the Armstrong Cork Company in South Dakota for 24 years before retiring to write 

books. 

What Hawley and Auchincloss did that few literary writers are willing to do is to write about businessmen 

who want to be businessmen. These are people who take their jobs seriously, and who derive most of their 

meaning and identity from these jobs. To them, getting that promotion is a matter of utmost importance. 

And yet, it’s not at all clear that this is what people actually want to read. As we’ve seen from 19th-century 

novels, frank treatments of money and class were not popular amongst the middle-class. And while they 

might be popular amongst the literate tastemakers, here the prospective writer runs into some issues. 

The main one is that the money problems of the prospective writer cannot be divulged without alienating the 

middle-brow audience. A typical writer worries about the two-body problem (finding an academic job near 

their spouse) or about how to divide up an inheritance from selling their grandma’s house or about how to 

flatter and network their way into a good critical reputation. 

And although an honest novel about these issues would interest other people in our world, it would be of no 

interest to the middle-brow audience, which prefers, when it reads about moneyed urbanites, to read 

aspirational tales (a la Bridget Jones’s publishing job or Carrie Bradshaw’s newspaper column) 

What makes literary fiction unique today is that, to a large extent, its commercial success depends on being 

relatable to a middle-class audience. It is about middle-class people who have middle-class jobs and have 

middle-class problems. And literary writers themselves often have lives that are similar to these middle-brow 

readers—they live in similar neighborhoods, in similar cities, went to similar colleges, and have similar 

attitudes to love, friendship, and family. But they differ in one key area: money and occupation. 

Literary writers have learned how to write about the parts of the human experience—love, marriage, family, 

friendship, parenthood—that are least structured, at least in their internal dynamics, by wealth and occupation. 

If literary novelists happen to come from a world wholly alien to their reader, then discussing money and 

occupation is simple. Workers from marginalized backgrounds can produce works about poor people. Those 

from farming families can write about the farm. Those from other countries are free to write about the 

economic realities of life at home. 
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But the money and occupational problems of most literary writers are simply not relatable to these readers, 

since they often entail navigating some form of economic privilege, and even if they don’t, literary writers 

usually don’t work in traditional workplaces, with set hours and limited autonomy (though university adjuncts 

are a notable exception, and this is an area that’s already produced some fine novels and memoirs). 

* 

Thus, literary writers have learned how to write about the parts of the human experience—love, marriage, 

family, friendship, parenthood—that are least structured, at least in their internal dynamics, by wealth and 

occupation, and because of this their books can be read by book clubs, and they can be embraced by the 

school-teacher in Omaha or the engineer in Charleston. 

However, as a result, literary fiction has created a fantasy world where issues of material scarcity have a 

vague, unreal quality. In their fiction, literary writers often draw upon details from their own world of 

expensive urban neighborhoods, prep schools, elite colleges, and university graduate departments, but in order 

to be relatable to the reader they have to leave out all the things—whether it is family/spousal money or 

early/precocious success—that would make life in these worlds livable. 

This is how you can have a novel like Curtis Sittenfeld’s Prep, which ends on such a terrible note, with the 

scholarship kid going on to have a sad and unsuccessful life. It’s because the things that would’ve made her 

happy—precocious writing success, informed by and influenced by her life amongst the wealthy—were the 

essence of the difference between her life and Sittenfeld’s own life. 

To portray life in elite institutions without any details of the privilege that make such a life possible means 

creating a picture that is fundamentally false, particularly when it focuses on the details of how people make 

money and where they live. 

You cannot write about life in contemporary Brooklyn if you’re not describing the family connections that get 

you the job or the parents who give you money to subsidize your rent. Moreover, to leave those things out is 

to create a false picture of how life operates: it’s to create the image that there are virtuous middle-class 

editorial assistants who can survive on what they’re paid. Because absent the details of how money operates 

in these spheres, the typical reader is going to imagine that it operates in a way similar to their own life, 

whereas the reality is usually quite different. 

And yet what is the alternative? Literary writers know that if they wrote about money and occupation in the 

way that the writers of a previous age did—either by detailing the true details of their own lives or by 

attacking and satirizing the lives of others—they would forgo the chance at middle-brow readership. 

And to write about money and occupation in the ways that a middle-brow readership might respond to (with 

serious thought to the internal dynamics of occupation), in the way that Arthur Hailey or James Michener or 

Cameron Hawley did, goes against everything the typical literary writer has been taught or has experienced. 

The only solution is to avoid these topics entirely. Thus, the money-less, class-less, occupation-less fantasy-

land will continue to be the go-to setting for most literary writers. 

As artists are so fond of reminding us, we live under late-stage capitalism, and in this system, you can write 

anything—you can even express hatred of the capitalist system itself—so long as your hatred is marketable. 

And when it’s unmarketable, such as when it contains uncomfortable truths about the underpinnings of a 

system that middle-brow readers have bought into, then it simply doesn’t get published. 
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Four Beasts in One 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Chacun a ses vertus. 

—Crebillon's Xerxes. 

Antiochus Epiphanes is very generally looked upon as the Gog of the prophet Ezekiel. This honor is, 

however, more properly attributable to Cambyses, the son of Cyrus. And, indeed, the character of the Syrian 

monarch does by no means stand in need of any adventitious embellishment. His accession to the throne, or 

rather his usurpation of the sovereignty, a hundred and seventy-one years before the coming of Christ; his 

attempt to plunder the temple of Diana at Ephesus; his implacable hostility to the Jews; his pollution of the 

Holy of Holies; and his miserable death at Taba, after a tumultuous reign of eleven years, are circumstances 

of a prominent kind, and therefore more generally noticed by the historians of his time than the impious, 

dastardly, cruel, silly, and whimsical achievements which make up the sum total of his private life and 

reputation. 

Let us suppose, gentle reader, that it is now the year of the world three thousand eight hundred and thirty, and 

let us, for a few minutes, imagine ourselves at that most grotesque habitation of man, the remarkable city of 

Antioch. To be sure there were, in Syria and other countries, sixteen cities of that appellation, besides the one 

to which I more particularly allude. But ours is that which went by the name of Antiochia Epidaphne, from its 

vicinity to the little village of Daphne, where stood a temple to that divinity. It was built (although about this 

matter there is some dispute) by Seleucus Nicanor, the first king of the country after Alexander the Great, in 

memory of his father Antiochus, and became immediately the residence of the Syrian monarchy. In the 

flourishing times of the Roman Empire, it was the ordinary station of the prefect of the eastern provinces; and 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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many of the emperors of the queen city (among whom may be mentioned, especially, Verus and Valens) spent 

here the greater part of their time. But I perceive we have arrived at the city itself. Let us ascend this 

battlement, and throw our eyes upon the town and neighboring country. 

"What broad and rapid river is that which forces its way, with innumerable falls, through the mountainous 

wilderness, and finally through the wilderness of buildings?" 

That is the Orontes, and it is the only water in sight, with the exception of the Mediterranean, which stretches, 

like a broad mirror, about twelve miles off to the southward. Every one has seen the Mediterranean; but let me 

tell you, there are few who have had a peep at Antioch. By few, I mean, few who, like you and me, have had, 

at the same time, the advantages of a modern education. Therefore cease to regard that sea, and give your 

whole attention to the mass of houses that lie beneath us. You will remember that it is now the year of the 

world three thousand eight hundred and thirty. Were it later—for example, were it the year of our Lord 

eighteen hundred and forty-five, we should be deprived of this extraordinary spectacle. In the nineteenth 

century Antioch is—that is to say, Antioch will be—in a lamentable state of decay. It will have been, by that 

time, totally destroyed, at three different periods, by three successive earthquakes. Indeed, to say the truth, 

what little of its former self may then remain, will be found in so desolate and ruinous a state that the 

patriarch shall have removed his residence to Damascus. This is well. I see you profit by my advice, and are 

making the most of your time in inspecting the premises—in 

—satisfying your eyes 

With the memorials and the things of fame 

That most renown this city.— 
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I beg pardon; I had forgotten that Shakespeare will not flourish for seventeen hundred and fifty years to come. 

But does not the appearance of Epidaphne justify me in calling it grotesque? 

"It is well fortified; and in this respect is as much indebted to nature as to art." 

Very true. 

"There are a prodigious number of stately palaces." 

There are. 

"And the numerous temples, sumptuous and magnificent, may bear comparison with the most lauded of 

antiquity." 

All this I must acknowledge. Still there is an infinity of mud huts, and abominable hovels. We cannot help 

perceiving abundance of filth in every kennel, and, were it not for the over-powering fumes of idolatrous 

incense, I have no doubt we should find a most intolerable stench. Did you ever behold streets so insufferably 

narrow, or houses so miraculously tall? What gloom their shadows cast upon the ground! It is well the 

swinging lamps in those endless colonnades are kept burning throughout the day; we should otherwise have 

the darkness of Egypt in the time of her desolation. 

"It is certainly a strange place! What is the meaning of yonder singular building? See! it towers above all 

others, and lies to the eastward of what I take to be the royal palace." 

That is the new Temple of the Sun, who is adored in Syria under the title of Elah Gabalah. Hereafter a very 

notorious Roman Emperor will institute this worship in Rome, and thence derive a cognomen, Heliogabalus. I 

dare say you would like to take a peep at the divinity of the temple. You need not look up at the heavens; his 
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Sunship is not there—at least not the Sunship adored by the Syrians. That deity will be found in the interior of 

yonder building. He is worshipped under the figure of a large stone pillar terminating at the summit in a cone 

or pyramid, whereby is denoted Fire. 

"Hark—behold!—who can those ridiculous beings be, half naked, with their faces painted, shouting and 

gesticulating to the rabble?" 

Some few are mountebanks. Others more particularly belong to the race of philosophers. The greatest portion, 

however—those especially who belabor the populace with clubs—are the principal courtiers of the palace, 

executing as in duty bound, some laudable comicality of the king's. 

"But what have we here? Heavens! the town is swarming with wild beasts! How terrible a spectacle!—how 

dangerous a peculiarity!" 

Terrible, if you please; but not in the least degree dangerous. Each animal if you will take the pains to 

observe, is following, very quietly, in the wake of its master. Some few, to be sure, are led with a rope about 

the neck, but these are chiefly the lesser or timid species. The lion, the tiger, and the leopard are entirely 

without restraint. They have been trained without difficulty to their present profession, and attend upon their 

respective owners in the capacity of valets-de-chambre. It is true, there are occasions when Nature asserts her 

violated dominions;—but then the devouring of a man-at-arms, or the throttling of a consecrated bull, is a 

circumstance of too little moment to be more than hinted at in Epidaphne. 

"But what extraordinary tumult do I hear? Surely this is a loud noise even for Antioch! It argues some 

commotion of unusual interest." 
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Yes—undoubtedly. The king has ordered some novel spectacle—some gladiatorial exhibition at the 

hippodrome—or perhaps the massacre of the Scythian prisoners—or the conflagration of his new palace—or 

the tearing down of a handsome temple—or, indeed, a bonfire of a few Jews. The uproar increases. Shouts of 

laughter ascend the skies. The air becomes dissonant with wind instruments, and horrible with clamor of a 

million throats. Let us descend, for the love of fun, and see what is going on! This way—be careful! Here we 

are in the principal street, which is called the street of Timarchus. The sea of people is coming this way, and 

we shall find a difficulty in stemming the tide. They are pouring through the alley of Heraclides, which leads 

directly from the palace;—therefore the king is most probably among the rioters. Yes;—I hear the shouts of 

the herald proclaiming his approach in the pompous phraseology of the East. We shall have a glimpse of his 

person as he passes by the temple of Ashimah. Let us ensconce ourselves in the vestibule of the sanctuary; he 

will be here anon. In the meantime let us survey this image. What is it? Oh! it is the god Ashimah in proper 

person. You perceive, however, that he is neither a lamb, nor a goat, nor a satyr, neither has he much 

resemblance to the Pan of the Arcadians. Yet all these appearances have been given—I beg pardon—will be 

given—by the learned of future ages, to the Ashimah of the Syrians. Put on your spectacles, and tell me what 

it is. What is it? 

"Bless me! it is an ape!" 

True—a baboon; but by no means the less a deity. His name is a derivation of the Greek Simia—what great 

fools are antiquarians! But see!—see!—yonder scampers a ragged little urchin. Where is he going? What is he 

bawling about? What does he say? Oh! he says the king is coming in triumph; that he is dressed in state; that 

he has just finished putting to death, with his own hand, a thousand chained Israelitish prisoners! For this 

exploit the ragamuffin is lauding him to the skies. Hark! here comes a troop of a similar description. They 

have made a Latin hymn upon the valor of the king, and are singing it as they go: 
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Mille, mille, mille, 

Mille, mille, mille, 

Decollavimus, unus homo! 

Mille, mille, mille, mille, decollavimus! 

Mille, mille, mille, 

Vivat qui mille mille occidit! 

Tantum vini habet nemo 

Quantum sanguinis effudit!1 

Which may be thus paraphrased: 

A thousand, a thousand, a thousand, 

A thousand, a thousand, a thousand, 

We, with one warrior, have slain! 

A thousand, a thousand, a thousand, a thousand. 

Sing a thousand over again! 

Soho!—let us sing 

Long life to our king, 

Who knocked over a thousand so fine! 

Soho!—let us roar, 

He has given us more 

Red gallons of gore 

Than all Syria can furnish of wine! 

"Do you hear that flourish of trumpets?" 
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Yes: the king is coming! See! the people are aghast with admiration, and lift up their eyes to the heavens in 

reverence. He comes;—he is coming;—there he is! 

"Who?—where?—the king?—do not behold him—cannot say that I perceive him." 

Then you must be blind. 

"Very possible. Still I see nothing but a tumultuous mob of idiots and madmen, who are busy in prostrating 

themselves before a gigantic cameleopard, and endeavoring to obtain a kiss of the animal's hoofs. See! the 

beast has very justly kicked one of the rabble over—and another—and another—and another. Indeed, I cannot 

help admiring the animal for the excellent use he is making of his feet." 

Rabble, indeed!—why these are the noble and free citizens of Epidaphne! Beasts, did you say?—take care 

that you are not overheard. Do you not perceive that the animal has the visage of a man? Why, my dear sir, 

that cameleopard is no other than Antiochus Epiphanes, Antiochus the Illustrious, King of Syria, and the most 

potent of all the autocrats of the East! It is true, that he is entitled, at times, Antiochus Epimanes—Antiochus 

the madman—but that is because all people have not the capacity to appreciate his merits. It is also certain 

that he is at present ensconced in the hide of a beast, and is doing his best to play the part of a cameleopard; 

but this is done for the better sustaining his dignity as king. Besides, the monarch is of gigantic stature, and 

the dress is therefore neither unbecoming nor over large. We may, however, presume he would not have 

adopted it but for some occasion of especial state. Such, you will allow, is the massacre of a thousand Jews. 

With how superior a dignity the monarch perambulates on all fours! His tail, you perceive, is held aloft by his 

two principal concubines, Elline and Argelais; and his whole appearance would be infinitely prepossessing, 

were it not for the protuberance of his eyes, which will certainly start out of his head, and the queer color of 
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his face, which has become nondescript from the quantity of wine he has swallowed. Let us follow him to the 

hippodrome, whither he is proceeding, and listen to the song of triumph which he is commencing: 

Who is king but Epiphanes? 

Say—do you know? 

Who is king but Epiphanes? 

Bravo!—bravo! 

There is none but Epiphanes, 

No—there is none: 

So tear down the temples, 

And put out the sun! 

Well and strenuously sung! The populace are hailing him 'Prince of Poets,' as well as 'Glory of the East,' 

'Delight of the Universe,' and 'Most Remarkable of Cameleopards.' They have encored his effusion, and do 

you hear?—he is singing it over again. When he arrives at the hippodrome, he will be crowned with the poetic 

wreath, in anticipation of his victory at the approaching Olympics. 

"But, good Jupiter! what is the matter in the crowd behind us?" 

Behind us, did you say?—oh! ah!—I perceive. My friend, it is well that you spoke in time. Let us get into a 

place of safety as soon as possible. Here!—let us conceal ourselves in the arch of this aqueduct, and I will 

inform you presently of the origin of the commotion. It has turned out as I have been anticipating. The 

singular appearance of the cameleopard and the head of a man, has, it seems, given offence to the notions of 

propriety entertained, in general, by the wild animals domesticated in the city. A mutiny has been the result; 

and, as is usual upon such occasions, all human efforts will be of no avail in quelling the mob. Several of the 
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Syrians have already been devoured; but the general voice of the four-footed patriots seems to be for eating 

up the cameleopard. 'The Prince of Poets,' therefore, is upon his hinder legs, running for his life. His courtiers 

have left him in the lurch, and his concubines have followed so excellent an example. 'Delight of the 

Universe,' thou art in a sad predicament! 'Glory of the East,' thou art in danger of mastication! Therefore 

never regard so piteously thy tail; it will undoubtedly be draggled in the mud, and for this there is no help. 

Look not behind thee, then, at its unavoidable degradation; but take courage, ply thy legs with vigor, and scud 

for the hippodrome! Remember that thou art Antiochus Epiphanes. Antiochus the Illustrious!—also 'Prince of 

Poets,' 'Glory of the East,' 'Delight of the Universe,' and 'Most Remarkable of Cameleopards!' Heavens! what 

a power of speed thou art displaying! What a capacity for leg-bail thou art developing! Run, Prince!—Bravo, 

Epiphanes! Well done, Cameleopard!—Glorious Antiochus!—He runs!—he leaps!—he flies! Like an arrow 

from a catapult he approaches the hippodrome! He leaps!—he shrieks!—he is there! This is well; for hadst 

thou, 'Glory of the East,' been half a second longer in reaching the gates of the Amphitheatre, there is not a 

bear's cub in Epidaphne that would not have had a nibble at thy carcase. Let us be off—let us take our 

departure!—for we shall find our delicate modern ears unable to endure the vast uproar which is about to 

commence in celebration of the king's escape! Listen! it has already commenced. See!—the whole town is 

topsy-turvy. 

"Surely this is the most populous city of the East! What a wilderness of people! what a jumble of all ranks and 

ages! what a multiplicity of sects and nations! what a variety of costumes! what a Babel of languages! what a 

screaming of beasts! what a tinkling of instruments! what a parcel of philosophers!" 

Come let us be off. 

"Stay a moment! I see a vast hubbub in the hippodrome; what is the meaning of it, I beseech you?" 
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That?—oh, nothing! The noble and free citizens of Epidaphne being, as they declare, well satisfied of the 

faith, valor, wisdom, and divinity of their king, and having, moreover, been eye-witnesses of his late 

superhuman agility, do think it no more than their duty to invest his brows (in addition to the poetic crown) 

with the wreath of victory in the footrace—a wreath which it is evident he must obtain at the celebration of 

the next Olympiad, and which, therefore, they now give him in advance. 

 

[1] Flavius Vospicus says, that the hymn here introduced was sung by the rabble upon the occasion of 

Aurelian, in the Sarmatic war, having slain, with his own hand, nine hundred and fifty of the enemy. 
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acts of violence can even happen, why they happen so often, and whether anything can be done to stem their 

dreadful tide. 

An easy answer has been to shunt the discourse over to mental illness as the cause and in this way marginalize 

the problem and identify a ready, if superficial, solution to it: improving mental health. It also absolves the 

rest of society of responsibility to address a pernicious trend of mass shootings that between 2009 and 

2020 claimed 1,363 lives in the U.S. alone, more than anywhere else in the world. 

The idea that committing atrocities and killing innocent victims reflects mental illness has been long 

discarded by terrorism researchers like me. The over 40,000 foreign fighters who joined the Islamic State 

organization to kill and die weren’t all mentally disturbed, nor were the mass shooters who in the first 19 

weeks of 2022 managed to carry out nearly 200 attacks on U.S. soil. 

There is a mental and psychological dimension to the problem, to be sure, but it is not illness or pathology. It 

is the universal human quest for significance and respect – the mother, I believe, of all social motives. 

Our mission is to share knowledge and inform decisions. 

About us 

 

 

Payton Gendron, the accused Buffalo shooter. Erie County District Attorney's Office via AP 

I am a psychologist who studies this ubiquitous motivation and its far-reaching consequences. My research 

reveals that this quest is a major force in human affairs. It shapes the course of world history and determines 

the destiny of nations. 

It also plays a major role in the tragic incidents of mass shootings, including, it seems, the Buffalo killings. 

Triggering the quest 

This quest for significance and respect must first be awakened before it can drive behavior. 
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It can be triggered by the experience of significant loss through humiliation and failure. When we suffer such 

a loss, we desperately seek to regain significance and respect. The quest for significance can also be triggered 

by an opportunity for substantial gain – becoming a hero, a martyr, a superstar. 

Both circumstances appear acutely in adolescence, during the momentous life transition between childhood 

and adulthood, marked by soaring hormones, turbulent emotions and gnawing uncertainty about one’s self-

worth. Gendron is 18; most school shootings were carried out by young people between 11 and 17 years old, 

although the average age of mass shooters is 33.2. 

Yet, neither age nor the quest for significance alone can explain the occurrence of mass shootings. After all, 

the vast majority of adolescents go through their teen years without resorting to murderous violence. What is 

it, then, that tips the scales for those who don’t? 

 ‘Shortcuts to fame and glory’ 

The research my colleagues and I have done suggests that a crucial factor in turning a person into a mass 

murderer is the significance-promising narrative – essentially, a story – that individuals come to embrace. 

This story acquires its powers of persuasion through the support of the individuals’ social network, the 

group from which one seeks approval. 

The mainstream narrative that most of us follow promises significance and social worth as rewards for hard 

work, notable achievements and social service. 

Yet there exist alternative narratives that offer tempting shortcuts to fame and glory. These identify an alleged 

villain, scheme or conspiracy that threaten one’s group – race, nation, or religion. The mortal danger being 

invoked calls for brave heroes willing to sacrifice all on the altar of the cause. 

A striking example of such a narrative is the so-called “white replacement theory” that Gendron allegedly 

embraced. It is the idea that progressive leftists are planning to flood the country with people of color, aiming 

to disempower the white population and destroy its values and way of life. 

The sense of existential danger this theory invokes fuels blind hatred against the alleged usurpers, and 

presumed conspirators, a loathing that overrides all restraints. It unleashes the rawest, most primordial 

impulses of which the human reptilian brain is capable. Murderous rage and mayhem are often the result. 

In 21st-century America, such toxic narratives not only proliferate but increasingly gain legitimacy and 

currency within public discourse. Some politicians are quick to recognize the seductive appeal of these ideas, 

particularly in times of widespread, significance-threatening uncertainty engendered by creeping economic 

inequalities, the pandemic, inflation and other destabilizing problems. 

The wide availability of social media platforms exacerbates the problem by orders of magnitude. In the not-

so-distant past, those with heinous views would need to look hard for similarly minded others. But these days, 

no matter how deviant or morally abhorrent their beliefs, people have no trouble finding soulmates on 4chan, 

8chan or Telegram. 
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First, understand the psychology 

This technologically based predicament, and the primitive appeal of violence as a path to significance, make 

the problem of violence in our public spaces particularly difficult and unlikely to respond to quick solutions. 

I have studied this appeal to violence for decades, and I believe that to conquer it requires first understanding 

the psychology that drives it all. It requires parents to appreciate the dread of insignificance their children may 

be experiencing, their quest of proving themselves worthy and how the combination of human needs, 

narratives and networks can produce murder. 

It also requires educational and community institutions to provide youngsters idealistic alternatives to 

violence, to quench their thirst for mattering. 

It requires attention to social justice and economic inequalities that leave millions feeling disrespected and left 

behind. And it requires resolutely confronting hateful narratives, and our demonization of one another. 

No doubt, these challenges are a tall order and call for a whole society’s effort, all hands on deck. But if we 

fail to measure up to the task, murder will not stop. Recent horrific shootings are but grim reminders of the 

evil that can happen. Ignoring it is at our own peril. 

https://theconversation.com/a-quest-for-significance-gone-horribly-wrong-how-mass-shooters-pervert-a-
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s&utm_term=A%20quest%20for%20significance%20gone%20horribly%20wrong%20%20how%20mass%2
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This week’s daily poems have been selected by Rowan Ricardo Phillips, whose poem “Hole in the 

Sky” appears in our Spring 2022 issue. 

 

“This is the Ashbery to keep in arm’s reach for when someone asks what the big deal is about John 

Ashbery,” he writes. “Something akin to a cri de coeur constantly threatens the smooth surfaces of the 

poem. Can a poem’s ending be both Pyrrhic and anthemic? Here is one that answers yes.” 

 

Listen to Phillips read this poem below. 

  

 

John Ashbery 

 

 

Soonest Mended 

 

Barely tolerated, living on the margin 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=eed866bc8d&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=eed866bc8d&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=e2758e44f4&e=d538c8f2e0
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In our technological society, we were always having to be rescued 

On the brink of destruction, like heroines in Orlando Furioso 

Before it was time to start all over again. 

There would be thunder in the bushes, a rustling of coils, 

And Angelica, in the Ingres painting, was considering 

The colorful but small monster near her toe, as though wondering whether forgetting 

The whole thing might not, in the end, be the only solution. 

And then there always came a time when 

Happy Hooligan in his rusted green automobile 

Came plowing down the course, just to make sure everything was O.K., 

Only by that time we were in another chapter and confused 

About how to receive this latest piece of information. 

Was it information? Weren’t we rather acting this out 

For someone else’s benefit, thoughts in a mind 

With room enough and to spare for our little problems (so they began to seem), 

Our daily quandary about food and the rent and bills to be paid? 

To reduce all this to a small variant, 

To step free at last, minuscule on the gigantic plateau— 

This was our ambition: to be small and clear and free. 

Alas, the summer’s energy wanes quickly, 

A moment and it is gone. And no longer 

May we make the necessary arrangements, simple as they are. 

Our star was brighter perhaps when it had water in it. 

Now there is no question even of that, but only 

Of holding on to the hard earth so as not to get thrown off, 

With an occasional dream, a vision: a robin flies across 

The upper corner of the window, you brush your hair away 

And cannot quite see, or a wound will flash 
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Against the sweet faces of the others, something like: 

This is what you wanted to hear, so why 

Did you think of listening to something else? We are all talkers 

It is true, but underneath the talk lies 

The moving and not wanting to be moved, the loose 

Meaning, untidy and simple like a threshing floor. 

 

These then were some hazards of the course, 

Yet though we knew the course was hazards and nothing else 

It was still a shock when, almost a quarter of a century later, 

The clarity of the rules dawned on you for the first time. 

They were the players, and we who had struggled at the game 

Were merely spectators, though subject to its vicissitudes 

And moving with it out of the tearful stadium, borne on shoulders, at last. 

Night after night this message returns, repeated 

In the flickering bulbs of the sky, raised past us, taken away from us, 

Yet ours over and over until the end that is past truth, 

The being of our sentences, in the climate that fostered them, 

Not ours to own, like a book, but to be with, and sometimes 

To be without, alone and desperate. 

But the fantasy makes it ours, a kind of fence-sitting 

Raised to the level of an esthetic ideal. These were moments, years, 

Solid with reality, faces, namable events, kisses, heroic acts, 

But like the friendly beginning of a geometrical progression 

Not too reassuring, as though meaning could be cast aside some day 

When it had been outgrown. Better, you said, to stay cowering 

Like this in the early lessons, since the promise of learning 

Is a delusion, and I agreed, adding that 
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Tomorrow would alter the sense of what had already been learned, 

That the learning process is extended in this way, so that from this standpoint 

None of us ever graduates from college, 

For time is an emulsion, and probably thinking not to grow up 

Is the brightest kind of maturity for us, right now at any rate. 

And you see, both of us were right, though nothing 

Has somehow come to nothing: the avatars 

Of our conforming to the rules and living 

Around the home have made—well, in a sense, “good citizens” of us, 

Brushing the teeth and all that, and learning to accept 

The charity of the hard moments as they are doled out, 

For this is action, this not being sure, this careless 

Preparing, sowing the seeds crooked in the furrow, 

Making ready to forget, and always coming back 

To the mooring of starting out, that day so long ago. 

 

From issue no. 47 (Summer 1969) 

 

 

And to read more poems from The Paris Review, make sure to subscribe! In addition to four print 

issues per year, you’ll also receive complete digital access to our sixty-nine years’ worth of archives. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=c8fdfc4071&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=cb24dc86f8&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=c4f8edfea6&e=d538c8f2e0
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“Resident Aliens” 

K-MING CHANG 

 

The following is a story from K-Ming Chang's Gods of Want. Chang is a Kundiman fellow, a Lambda 

Literary Award finalist, and a National Book Foundation 5 Under 35 honoree. She is the author of the 

novel Bestiary, which was longlisted for the Center for Fiction First Novel Prize, the PEN/Faulkner Award, 

and the VCU Cabell First Novelist Award. 

When the power goes out, we hang knives from the ceiling as substitute lights; when our beds are hungry, 

they bake us into bread; when the bills arrive as a flock of carnivorous birds that threaten to peck out our 

intestines, my mother and seven aunts and I share two bedrooms and rent out the basement—what had once 

been a slaughterhouse, with hooks that snagged on our shadows and no windows but our mouths—to a series 

of widows who respond to our Craigslist ad. 

The first widow came with a collection of wigs—colored to match any weather, any cloudmood—and refused 

to use the toilet, saying that she once knew a woman who drowned her baby in a toilet. Instead of using the 
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toilet, the widow pissed into quince-tea jars and shat in a series of Nordstrom Rack shoeboxes that she duct-

taped, saran-wrapped, and then buried in our backyard. 

The first widow sleepwalked, and one night I followed her to our bathroom, where she stood hook-spined 

over the toilet and wept into it, attempting to flush down her own hands, which resulted in the toilet being 

clogged, which resulted in my aunt calling the plumber, who extracted the widow’s stuck hands with a pair of 

oversized pliers. 

Years later, I read that a European euphemism for excrement is nightsoil, and for months I would repeat it to 

myself, nightsoil, a memory of the first widow walking up from the basement with a shoebox swaddled in her 

arms, the way she would dig a grave for it and go back to her bed with dirtcharred hands, the word nightsoil, 

nightsoil, as if the sky itself were made of soil and the stars were seeds I had sown. 

The second widow was a florist at the corner stand by the church. She sold white carnations at funerals and 

taught me how to plant tulips at the right time so that they’d open on my birthday. 

When the second widow married again, she sewed a dress of stems but forgot to de-thorn some of them, so by 

the time she reached the groom, her skin was hole-punched, worms emerging from each of the wounds, like 

the kind I used to pluck up from the sidewalk after it rained and rebury before the birds could eat them. 

The third widow was a butcher and said she liked our basement because of the meat hooks, which reminded 

her of earrings, silver earrings that the house wore when it was ready to get married, and when I looked 

closer, I saw that she wore earrings that were miniature meat hooks, that her ears were made of mutton. 

She liked to point up at the sky and slice it apart with her fingertip, naming each cut of the blue: rump, ribs, 

hock, hoof. Sometimes she would say, The sun is a meatball, and I would joke by replying, And what is the 

daughter, and she would look at me and say, The daughter is a cutting board. One morning, my aunts found 

the third widow hanging from the meat hooks, the flesh of her shoulders balled into fists around the hooks, 

her feet sparking against the ground, and when my aunts tore her down, we saw that her mouth was open and 

her teeth were deleted, and when they buried her in the cemetery up on the hills, my aunts said the third 

widow was never going to reincarnate, because she was buried unwhole, and that she would forever search 

our house for her teeth. 

The fourth widow was younger than me. 

As a child, she had been betrothed to another child, but the other child died of rain in the lungs and she 

outgrew him. The fourth widow knew how to eat glass and showed me by licking down a lightbulb like a 

lollipop, dissolving it to syrup, her tongue adopting its coil of light, a light we could see even 

when her mouth was closed, a light all moths flocked toward. When I tried to do the same, I was too impatient 

and bit down on the bulb, shards shrapneling my tongue, and when my aunts found out, they evicted the 

fourth widow, who ate the rest of our lightbulbs out of spite, so that that night when we turned on all our 

lights, the house stayed the color of our mouths. 

* 

The fifth widow could brew tea out of anything: leaves from our trees, trash from the gutters, newspaper, 

pages of the Bible, toenails. 
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This tea will make you holy, she said, while boiling pages of hymns in hot water, telling me to sip slow, to 

sing each word before I swallowed. 

Once, she offered to cut my hair, and the next morning she was in our kitchen stewing the strands into ink, 

telling me to drink, and when I took a sip, I could taste everything that had ever touched my head, rain, my 

aunt’s sweat, the sky, light. 

The sixth widow was hairless and wore a silk scarf she’d bought a decade ago in Xi’an, a blue scarf that 

looked like the surface of a swimming pool, wired with light. 

She told us that she had no hair because years ago she’d fallen into a dream, a dream about being an 

anglerfish in an ocean that was upside down, like the sky, and growing out of the top of her head was a 

lantern that lit her way. 

She’d been dreaming so deep, her husband thought she had died and sent her away to be cremated, but the 

crematorium was unable to burn her body, possibly because she was composed of metal and glass, her body 

orchestrated from air. 

The only part of her that burned was her hair, which never grew back, and her husband died a year after her 

failed cremation, having been hit in the head by a falling beam at a construction site for a mall in Orange 

County that imposed a dress code on its shoppers: no sweatpants, no T-shirts, only dresses and heels. After his 

death, she wore only dresses and heels, even to sleep, and at night we heard her walking up the stairs of the 

basement, calling to her husband to look up look up look up. 

The seventh widow was a tailor who walked around the house with a pair of scissors, trimming and re-

hemming the curtains, sewing my sleeves tighter around the wrist while I ate, her needles like insect legs, 

scuttling around the room when she didn’t hold on to them. 

My mother brought her wedding dress to the tailoring widow, asked the woman to let it out so that I could 

wear it when I was grown, but the tailoring widow looked at the dress—red, collared—and then at me and 

said, This one won’t wear a dress. 

I wanted to be the boys in the neighboring house, with their hair done blunt as blades, the way they whetted 

their legs on everything, the way their sweat dried into rust, and I wanted to run with them as they chased the 

girls and grabbed at their skirts like reins and yanked— 

The girls chased them back, chased the boys with branches found on the street, threatening to shove them up 

their butts until the branches broke inside them and quilled the insides of their bladders, which was not 

anatomically correct, and nobody cared, and I was the one who kept changing sides, who kept going back and 

forth between being a girl and being a boy, who decided finally on being a shadow. 

Impersonating shadows, I had to run as close as possible to the boy or the girl without their noticing—I had to 

imagine myself flat, like a night that had not yet been given legs, like a sea without any blue to buoy it. 

The eighth widow was lucky at everything: lottery scratchers, slot machines, sons (she had seven of them, all 

of them living in the basement with her, though we didn’t know until later). 

The eighth widow lived off her luck and did not work; the eighth widow taught me to scratch at the lottery 

numbers with a penny and never my nails; the eighth widow taught me how to play blackjack; the eighth 
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widow taught me the suits and what they meant: King means husband, queen means wife, spade is the shovel 

she buries him with. 

Every week, the eighth widow snuck another of her sons down into the basement: She told us she only had 

one, but every week we heard a new voice boiling out of the basement, and for weeks we thought the one son 

was speaking to himself, until one day we caught all seven of them in the kitchen, eating the oranges off our 

shrine, and my mother beat each of the boys with her back scratcher and told the eighth widow not to come 

back. 

The eighth widow offered my mother one of her sons if she allowed the rest of them to stay, but my mother 

said, I have a son already, it’s just that my son is my daughter. 

We pray to a god who is a girl in some countries and a boy in others. 

I am trying to become something called a resident alien, which means I will be related to my television 

screen, to all the movies about little green men with heads like testicles, to all the movies about octopi who 

swim the sky, to all the movies about giving birth to another species, a baby that cannonballs out of your chest 

and kills you for your name. 

Sometimes I pretend the widows are aliens from different planets, that they each adhere to their own gravity, 

and that is why the ninth widow floats instead of walks, and my mother loves her best because she doesn’t get 

our carpet dirty. 

The floating widow has pigeons for feet, and she sits crosslegged in the basement and feeds them seeds, nuts, 

spools of thread, crickets, wads of mantou, hair, balls of newspaper that expand in their bellies and teach them 

the speech of politicians. 

The floating widow’s pigeon-feet are very politically active and shit only on gentrifiers in the neighborhood, 

such as the man who goes jogging even when it rains—when he looks up, the floating widow is clouding 

overhead, her pigeon-feet shitting into his mouth. 

I prefer living in basements because there are never any windows, the floating widow says, because my bird-

feet will fly into windows and die, and then I’ll have no way to leave or go anywhere. 

The tenth widow wanted to live in a tent in our yard instead of the basement, mainly because she was 

interested in moonwatching, which she told me was not the same as just looking at the moon—moonwatching 

was the process by which you wooed a woman down from her night perch. 

To woo the moon, you first have to threaten to gouge it out of the sky. 

This can be done with chopsticks, a fork, tongs, anything with an end. 

When the moon begins to fold itself in fear, you reach your hand out and make a fist around it—quick—the 

way you catch a knife as it falls— 

When the moon is your fist, you teach it who to hit, what to light alive, how to wring the milk out of a man 

and curdle it into a crescent. 

When the tenth widow opens her fist, the moon scatters like a flock of moths. 
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My mother once told me that every moth is the soul of someone lost and that’s why you’re not supposed to 

kill them. That’s why there are so many. All our clothes grow holes in the knees, the breasts. Our nipples stick 

out like snouts. In the closet, our clothes swing like sides of meat. The moths are light-carnivores. I try to 

catch them alive, to close my fist around their onioned bodies, but I end up crushing them. They blur into the 

dirt, shunned into dust. 

The eleventh widow was not a widow—her husband was not dead but locked away in the correctional facility 

on 11th Street, and we only found out from the letters she wrote him, which were written in some kind of 

code that only the two of them could read. 

Out of jealousy, my aunts burned the eleventh widow’s letters before she could send them, but the eleventh 

widow had them all memorized, and the next morning they were written on our walls, a hundred synonyms 

for husband, all of them meaning missing. 

My aunts said it was unfair for some people to own a language that could not be sold to others, a language as 

private as the blood inside our bodies. 

When I asked the eleventh widow what her husband had gone away for, she said, Beating me, and when I 

asked her if she loved him and why, she turned away and continued writing on the walls. 

She taught me how to write my name in her two-person language, which was now marrowed inside the walls, 

which was now ours. At night, wind ribboned around the house and slid through the leak in the ceiling, 

learning the language inside our walls and teaching it to the birds. 

The twelfth widow was pregnant and told me stories of how her mother-in-law tried to force her to abort the 

baby by swallowing paper clips, a whole box of paper clips, because the idea was that they would snag on the 

fetus and drag it out of her body. 

My mother says: Some mothers are fishhooks—they’re shaped to raise you, raise you out of the water for 

slaughter. 

My mother’s mother caught fish for a living and sometimes sent foam packages with frozen fish shipped 

internationally, and the fish never went bad, not even after so many days in the air, a miracle none of us tried 

to name. 

The thirteenth widow once worked as a whalesong writer, said she wrote whalesongs and recorded them on 

her phone and replayed them for whales, who learned the lyrics and sang along and popularized her songs. 

Half of the world’s whalesongs are written by me, she said, claiming she’d spoken in whalesongs for the first 

half of her life, that her parents had found her in the belly of a whale, a baby like a tumor on its underside, and 

that some scuba diver must have made love to the whale and impregnated it. 

Because we are far from whales, when the thirteenth widow sang, nothing came, only lizards from the gutters, 

only mosquitos from the trash creek, only professional whale watchers who believed we were harboring a 

whale in our basement. 

Once, the basement flooded and my mother and aunts ran around the house with buckets, trying to scoop out 

the water faster than it could rise, and the thirteenth widow did not run from the flood. 
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She ducked her head under the water and swam down, and when the water finally drained out, warping the 

floors into mirrors and the walls into baloney, we could not find her, not even after we pulled the floorboards 

up to search. 

The fourteenth widow taught me how to tie knots around my wrists and get out of them. 

When I asked her what was the point of tying the knots in the first place if I was going to get out of them, she 

told me it was practice for being kidnapped. 

The fourteenth widow had never been kidnapped, but she kept a manila folder with newspaper clips of 

kidnapped girls and what kinds of knots had been found at various crime scenes. 

The knots, she said, the knots are the only thing I can teach you to undo: 

One knot was around my ankles and I got out of it with my canines—she taught me to gnaw on bouncy balls 

for practice, to tune my jaw into a tiger’s, to hide a razor blade in my cheek. The next line of defense, she told 

me, is to ascend. For example, I have a cousin who’s a cloud. One time, her son put his hands around her neck 

and all he could wring out was rain. 

The fifteenth widow stole my mother’s jewelry, the jade bangles I once thought big enough to wear as collars, 

the wedding gold that was going to be my dowry, the rings we won at the arcade, plastic with a light 

embedded inside a fake jewel that only turned on if you bit down on it. 

Months later, my uncle saw the fifteenth widow pawning all the jewelry in Reno, saw her with a man, and 

that’s when we learned she wasn’t a widow at all. 

The sixteenth widow loved hummingbirds and hung a feeder in our yard, told me that her father had 

reincarnated into one and that was why she fed them, in case one of them was her father. 

When I asked her how her father had died, she said, Of thirst, told me that some men who had mishandled 

their memories could no longer even recognize their own thirst, so you had to trick them into drinking by 

soaking slices of bread in water and hand-feeding them. 

If we stood very still with our palms full of sugar water, the hummingbird would drink from our hands, and I 

could hear their wings dicing up the air, could see the red feathers flirting on their chests like blood from a slit 

throat. 

The seventeenth widow worked for years as an exterminator, and in the summer when the ants came, she 

sealed the space between our walls and the floor with duct tape and sprayed down our whole house with what 

we later learned was her sweat. 

The seventeenth widow told us her sweat was acidic, her spit too, and that was why she had dentures at the 

age of twenty-five: Her own spit had churned her teeth into foam, and she couldn’t even swallow without 

searing her throat. 

To dilute the acid in her spit, the seventeenth widow swigged from a smoothie of baking soda and water, said 

she was trying to become basic, said that the only time she had kissed a man, his molars dissolved and later 

his tongue required skin grafts from his ass. 

One time I asked the seventeenth widow to spit in a jar for me. 
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I kept the jar beside my mattress, saw it light up in the night, her spit incandescent as the inside of an apple. 

Later, I stirred a tablespoon of her viscous spit into my bathwater, wanting to know what it was like to burn, 

and when I got out of the shower I had no more hair anywhere and my mother saw me and said I’d gone bald 

as a peanut, bald as when I was born. 

I sold her acidic spit to the girls at school as a form of bodyhair remover, and when they asked what it was, 

where I had bought it from, I said it was imported from Japan and that the spit was the gel of a squeezed leaf, 

born from a tree that grew without a shadow. 

The eighteenth widow broke in and stayed in the basement for two weeks before we found her uprooting our 

floorboards, claiming to be looking for gold that the previous owner of the house had left her. 

Before this house was our house, it was a horse ranch. 

Sometimes, if you stood outside the house and looked in, you could see saddles floating through the living 

room, never any horses attached to them. 

Horses were butchered in the basement and hung on hooks, because their meat could be canned and resold as 

anything: dog food, luncheon loaf, steak. 

The nineteenth widow told me that it was possible to bleach your irises blue by looking at the sky too long, so 

that’s what we did together, skywatch, skylick, waiting for the blue to infiltrate our eyes and develop them 

into a doll’s. At first, I didn’t want blue eyes, because they melted fast as ice, and it’s impossible to see with 

only water in your sockets, but the nineteenth widow said a girl with eyes the color of sky would be able to 

read the weather early, see storms before they arrived, set loose her limbs as lightning. 

The twentieth widow had been a beauty-school friend of my mother’s, and she had eyes with white pupils, 

moving like maggots. 

She said this meant she could see the dead—not only dead people but the spirits of roadkill too, and wherever 

she went she wept for them, the possums that we ran over while they were pregnant, steamrolling the babies 

inside them into porridge. 

When she slept in the basement, she could see the bodies of horses hanging from the hooks, and she said she 

couldn’t bear it, seeing their hooves off the ground like that, galloping on air, going nowhere. 

The twentieth widow was newly a widow: She said her husband had died in a war, though she couldn’t 

remember which war, only that it was fought using weapons that were wielded by the tongue—miniature 

knives and bullets that had to be spat—and he finally died one night after biting off his own tongue and 

releasing it alive in a river, where it became a freshwater eel. 

When I asked to see a photo of him, she pointed at her own face and said they’d looked alike, so alike that 

even her own parents believed her husband to be their son, though they had never had a son and still wanted 

one. 

My mother had a son before she had me, but he was raised by my grandparents in another country, and 

sometimes he emailed us photos of himself in his military uniform, his smile pieced from shark teeth. 
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There was a man who lived on the train tracks who had once been in a war, and sometimes he liked to smoke 

with my mother and tell stories about a horse he had seen in the field where he was born: It was pregnant and 

dead, and when he slit open its belly to save the baby, a human toddler waddled out into the soil. 

The twenty-first widow had three birthdays a year but wouldn’t let us sing to her once. 

She said that she’d been born three times: first as a cocoon, then as a moth bursting out of the cocoon, then as 

a child shrugging out of the exoskeleton. 

When she lifted her arms above the kitchen sink to shave, moth wings unfurled from her armpits and tried to 

fly her away. 

The twenty-second widow I was in love with. 

She wore her hair in one braid that was long enough to belt around the city, and I liked to loop it around my 

waist and take it to bed, light it like a wick between my thighs. 

One night she reeled in her braid, tugging me down into the dark of the basement, tutoring my tongue into 

subterranean shapes, fish or fishhook. When she departed one day to become a nun, she cut off her braid and 

left it hissing on my bed. 

The twenty-third widow grew pomelos the size of her ass, teaching me how to skin off the rinds with my 

fingers so that I could suck out the meat inside and swallow it bitter. 

I planted the rinds in our yard and nothing grew, but all the crows gathered around the rind-grave and buried 

themselves there. 

In the spring, our tulips hatched and I dug up the crowbones, strung them into bracelets and wore them around 

my wrists, ringing the bone-bells of my hands. 

The twenty-fourth widow was a jeweler who taught me how to tell fake pearls from real ones: by grinding my 

teeth against them and feeling the grit of salt, the give of it—counterfeit pearls, she said, are smooth, pirated 

by girls in factories under the sea, factories where daughters are sanding their own teeth into perfect spheres 

and selling them. 

I held up my fist and ground my teeth against the knucklebones, but they were smooth and not gritty, which 

must mean I’m fictional. 

The twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth widows were twins who had been born three seconds apart, and sometimes 

they spoke at the same time but in different languages, a way of confusing any interrogators or police officers. 

There was a rumor that years ago they killed each other’s husbands and ate the corpses to erase all evidence, 

and just in case it was true, my mother demanded X-rays of their stomachs, which tattled on their contents: 

cutlery, stray cats, and bones too small to belong to any man. 

The twin widows began weaving silk scarves around the hooks, knotting them again and again until they 

became cocoons dangling down from the ceiling, gnarled and pearl-round. 

When they left, my mother tried cutting down the cocoons they’d knotted, but nothing could cut through their 

silk, not even garden shears, not even meat scissors. 
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The cocoons rotated on their own, scarfing the shadows around themselves, feeding on mold and sweat from 

the ceiling. One day I walked down into the basement with a baseball bat and beat the cocoons until they 

ripened, unseaming to reveal women inside, all of them born widows, widows with translucent skin and eyes 

broad as palms, praying open. 

I opened every window in the house and begged them to leave, told them they were finally free, but the 

widows never woke: They hung there in the dark, molting into wind, playing their bones like flutes. 

__________________________________ 

Excerpted from GODS OF WANT Copyright © 2022 by K-Ming Chang. Used by permission of One World, 

an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York. All rights reserved. No 

part of this excerpt may be reproduced or reprinted without permission in writing from the publisher. 

 

 

https://lithub.com/resident-aliens/  

  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/670284/gods-of-want-by-k-ming-chang/
https://lithub.com/resident-aliens/
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Indigenous healers in coastal Louisiana, called traiteurs, face not just the physical erosion of their homeland 

but also the loss of their culture. As medicinal plants fade with climate change, so too do remedies and rituals. 

Meet the indigenous residents working to save their traditions from washing away. 

Story by Jonathan Olivier | Photos by Rory Doyle 

 

July 26, 2021 
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38 

In the Pointe-aux-Chênes community on Louisiana’s coast, water permeates every aspect of life. It’s 

how folks make their living, trawling bays as shrimpers or crabbers. It’s why their houses are raised off the 

ground and flood protection levees encircle them like a fortress. It’s why roads follow the bayou until there’s 

no more ground left to pave — and even where there is pavement, hurricanes can wash it away. 

People around here understand that water takes and gives in a delicate balance — it always has. But the 

pendulum has been stuck in one direction for so long now that, one day, water might be all that’s left in this 

corner of the world. Louisiana has lost 1.2 million acres of coastal land since the 1930s. Scientists project 

another 4,000 square miles will be gone by 2050 if nothing is done. And that means if this land loss continues 

at the same rate, Louisiana won’t have any wetlands left to save 200 years from now. State officials have 

ambitious plans to salvage what they can with a $50 billion, 50-year Coastal Master Plan featuring flood 

protection projects, barrier island restoration, and artificial crevasses along the Mississippi River designed to 

create land, but doubts about its efficacy hang heavy and many worry about its short-term economic impacts.  

It’s here, at the convergence of encroaching water and disappearing land, that Theresa Dardar was raised. 

Born in New Orleans and reared in the coastal community of Houma, Dardar moved south to Pointe-aux-

Chênes in 1973, just before she got married. She belongs to the 800-member Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe, 

headquartered in this small fishing village that was, at one time, a Chitimacha settlement. 

 

https://mississippiriverdelta.org/media-resources/360-degrees-coast/
https://news.medill.northwestern.edu/chicago/we-cant-drill-our-way-out-environmental-bill-could-move-coastal-restoration-away-from-oil-money-in-louisiana/
https://coastal.la.gov/our-plan/
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Theresa Dardar with harvested elderberry outside the Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe Community Center in 

Pointe-aux-Chênes, Louisiana. 

Dardar’s life has always revolved around water — her father worked on oyster boats while her husband, 

Donald, shrimps, crabs, and harvests oysters for a living. The catch was always good, enough to put food on 

the table and enable a comfortable life in a community they loved. Water, too, has driven them from their 

home. Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005. Gustav in 2008. When Ida struck last year, they fled north once 

again and returned to find their house intact. They were lucky — 68 out of the 80 homes in Pointe-aux-

Chênes were destroyed.  

“Hurricanes and the [Deepwater Horizon] oil spill, climate change, sea level rise — all that is all playing hand 

in hand in eating up the community,” Dardar says. These have irreversibly altered the ancestral lands of 

Dardar and her people. Other indigenous groups also live nearby, like those from the United Houma Nation, 

the Grand Caillou/Dulac Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, the Isle de Jean Charles Band of the 

Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw, and the Bayou Lafourche Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha.  

Only a few decades ago, these groups were able to graze cattle or grow crops on rich land near their homes; 

today it’s open water. Dead live oak trees sit like gray skeletons in lakes,  a reminder of a bygone era. Plants 

and shrubs that thrived here have vanished as saltwater invades. Dardar observes that, similarly, her “culture 

has been eroding for a while now.” 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/louisianas-2-billion-gamble-flood-the-land-to-save-the-coast/
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Skeletal trees in Pointe-aux-Chênes, Louisiana, provide stark evidence of the effects of coastal erosion. 

Indigenous people relied on the coastal ecosystem for shelter, dyes, tools, and — of vital importance — 

medicine. Back in those days, Dardar says, natural medicine was all around them: new oak tree leaves were 

boiled for coughs, and the bark was used to soothe wounds; horsetail helped bladder and kidney issues; a 

hackberry tree was sought for relieving sore throats; sassafras leaves and roots eased inflammation. Dardar 

says that today most of these plants have disappeared from her community entirely and are only available 

farther north, away from the rising sea.  

Even if the plants could survive here, Dardar says there aren’t elders left who can identify them all. At one 

time, healers, called traiteurs in French, were the gatekeepers to this plant medicine knowledge. With a 

combination of remedies and prayers, they healed community members before modern medicine could. The 

last traiteur in Dardar’s community passed away many years ago, and those with their residual insights have 

passed on, too.  

“Every time we lose an elderly person, we lose a lot,” Dardar says. “You don’t have that person to go to. We 

didn’t record what they were telling us at the time. And I don’t remember everything.” 
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After Hurricane Ida, the focus became rebuilding. Now that life has returned to a semblance of normal, 

Dardar is compiling every available clue about medicinal plants to retain what is left. Other indigenous 

people, too, are collecting what they can in a new movement that promises a return to reliance on nature for 

medicine — much like the traiteurs of years gone by. 

 

 

 

Much of what we know today about traiteur traditions was collected by academics who spent time with 

healers, or was passed down by word of mouth, as it always had been. Ethnographer Frank G. Speck 

noted, in his 1941 study on medicinal plants used by the Houma people in coastal Louisiana, that they “seem 

to possess a blending of beliefs and practices acquired from the varied sources of Old and New World 

cultures.” Throughout the colonial period, healing traditions were swapped between Native American groups 

and Europeans and enslaved Africans who had settled in Louisiana and became known as Creoles. Remedies 

and treatments often varied across the state — indigenous traiteurs near the coast had access to different 

plants than a Creole traiteur a few hours north. Prayers likely differed, too. Still, much, if not all, of the local 

plant knowledge among traiteurs originated with indigenous people.  

Generally, Louisiana traiteurs engaged in vernacular, or folk, medicine, historically applied through three 

forms: remedies, magic, and faith healing. Remedies include using plants or household items to treat an 

illness; magic includes their supernatural abilities handed down from a god steeped in Roman Catholicism; 

and faith healing is treatment by prayer and the divine. Due to colonial missionaries and contact with the 

French, many Native Americans in south Louisiana are French-speaking Catholics, too.  

Traiteurs could approach a patient’s illness in a variety of ways — laying hands on someone, a series of 

prayers, a medicinal plant recommendation, or a remedy involving anything from potatoes to barnyard 

chickens to kerosene. “For a toothache, the traiteur will make you bite on a nail while he prays,” wrote John 

Adrian Lançon in his 1986 thesis about traiteur remedies. “Then you must rinse your mouth out with 

whiskey.” 

While Lançon observed that knowledge passes from person to person, he also noted that traiteurs could be 

born with their abilities. For example, a baby born with a veil — delivered partially wrapped in the amniotic 

sac — can be a traiteur. So can the seventh son of a seventh son, or a baby born after the death of his father. 

Orphans are said to heal le mal blanc, or thrush, by blowing in an infant's mouth. Typically, traiteurs did not 

advertise their healing abilities but relied on word of mouth to treat people, without ever asking for payment. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3316460
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Des_Rem%C3%A8des_Aux_Traiteurs/mLLXNwAACAAJ?hl=en
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Theresa Dardar harvests elderberry outside the Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe Community Center in Pointe-

aux-Chênes, Louisiana. 

At one time, most people had at least some idea of medicinal plants to treat themselves. But the traiteurs 

provided more than just plants — they were the cultural glue that bonded communities. People weren’t 

considered ill due to pain alone but because their illness prevented them from functioning within the social 

framework, according to Julia Swett in an essay on traiteurs. Thus, treating and communal prayers 

reintegrated patients into the community.  

The Pointe-au-Chien tribe relied on traiteurs until, in the 20th century, the problems wrought by colonization 

were aggravated by rapid Americanization and capitalism. Traiteurs faded as jobs in the oil field took people 

away from small isolated villages and folks began seeing doctors and taking modern medicine instead. 

 

 

 

https://www.louisianafolklife.org/LT/Articles_Essays/LFMtraiteurs.html
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“It’s low to the ground and looks like a mule’s hoof,” Dardar says, scouring nearby vegetation. She 

moves behind the Pointe-au-Chien tribal complex, raised off the ground and dome-shaped to resist punishing 

hurricane winds. There’s just a patch of solid earth here to explore before land gives way to a levee and, on 

the other side, the encroaching sea. She promises we’re bound to stumble across Carolina ponysfoot, but she 

only knows its name in her native French, sabot de mulet.  

She eventually finds a patch. “That’s good for lowering blood pressure,” she says, plucking a few out of the 

soil. Next, she locates some plantain, good for stings and insect bites. Then, an elderberry tree sporting white 

flowers, which she’ll dry and use for colds, fevers, and the flu.  

Dardar credits plants like these with bolstering her health, even curing her of illness. When she was in her 

early 20s, she suffered from liver issues, with pain that wouldn’t abate. So she did what everyone in her 

community did in those days — she sought consultation from a traiteur. Louis Naquin, her husband’s great-

uncle, listened to her symptoms closely and doled out his recommendation of several days of brewing tea with 

plantain and little bluestem.  

“I had to wash the roots of that, make a tea, and drink that for so many days,” she says. Naquin said a series of 

prayers for Dardar throughout an entire week. Her symptoms cleared up not long after the visit.  

Later, as Dardar experienced uterine complications, she repeated the process: see a traiteur, accept prayers, 

find some plants, brew some tea. More than 40 years later, she hasn’t had an issue since. 
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A medicinal plant grows outside the Pointe-au-Chien Indian Tribe Community Center in Pointe-aux-Chênes, 

Louisiana. 

Dardar wants the next generation to have access to the same plant medicine that healed her. Instead of relying 

on prescription drugs, which often come with unwanted side effects, she feels that herbal remedies can once 

again bond her community and her culture at a time when it’s all at risk of eroding even further. 

But in order to do that, she says her people must do all they can to save plants, collect information, and pass it 

on. A few years ago Dardar took the first step and received approval for a greenhouse that would function as a 

classroom to teach herbal remedies and to house hard-to-find plants so that locals can harvest their own, and 

then plant and use them.  

“I gather plants from all over,” Dardar says, which includes a mix of contributions from local indigenous 

people, wetlands farther north, or nurseries in New Orleans. Since 2013, she has been working with California 

ethnobotanist Liza Kachko to pair traditional knowledge with the various plants she collects. Together, they 

identify local plants and their traditional remedies from archives and previous ethnobotanical inquiries of 

coastal Louisiana Native Americans.  

Construction finished last year on the raised greenhouse, positioned next to the tribal center in Pointe-aux-

Chênes. At 16 by 23 feet, it’s big enough to house a substantial collection of shrubs, plants, and flowers. 

Barring any other storms, she hopes to open at full capacity later this year.  

These plants being cultivated aren’t in danger of extinction in Louisiana — the issue is regionality and local 

access. “We used to be able to pick in the backyard, and now we can’t,” says Donny Verdin, a member of the 

United Houma Nation who lives in Galliano, just east of Pointe-aux-Chênes.  

Verdin has collected plants from nurseries, friends, and people who live farther north. He’s received many 

from the former principal chief of the United Houma Nation, Brenda Dardar Robichaux, whose grandfather 

was a traiteur. Robichaux provided him with a few plants that she knew were important but were becoming 

increasingly hard to find, and Verdin kept cultivating them to perpetuate the tradition.  

One is vinéraire, or pearly everlasting. Although it isn’t native to the Southeast, oral histories show it has 

been commonly used in tea in Louisiana and was cultivated by indigenous people. Verdin has been told that it 

was used for sinus ailments and headaches but only knows of a few people still growing the plant in the 

region. Another is Louisiana sage, which is a native plant that alleviates stomach issues. Others include 

sassafras, redbay, and black cherry trees — all once ubiquitous but now difficult to find due to saltwater 

intrusion and land loss. Verdin hopes that by growing this network of cultivated plants, even if his community 

can’t halt the coast’s retreat, they can at least stop the erosion of traditional plant knowledge.  

“The solution is greenhouses and cultivating the plants ourselves, getting as many [as we can] growing in our 

area,” he says. “Instead of having them in the wild, we’ll have a trade network. We can trade off, and this 

diversifies the amount of sources we have for these plants.” 
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Crops and gardens strike a culturally hopeful note in Pointe-aux-Chênes. 

While these repositories will reconnect a fragmented indigenous cultural memory, what’s still missing and 

harder to uncover are the prayers and rituals associated with treating. If a traiteur didn’t transmit their prayers 

to anyone else, they died with them. “It’s basically only people like me who are using more plant-based 

medicine than actually the cultural practice with prayer,” Verdin says.  

Although indigenous traiteurs are gone from Verdin’s and Dardar’s communities, Creole or Cajun traiteurs 

can still be found in small towns throughout south Louisiana that share similar healing traditions. Becca 

Begnaud is a traiteur who lives near Lafayette who’s seen an uptick in interest in the craft in recent years, 

crediting a younger generation interested in meditation, health, mindfulness, and spirituality.  

Begnaud, who’s been practicing for 30 years after learning from an elderly traiteur, doesn’t treat with plants, 

only prayers and by laying her hands on patients. She doesn’t consider herself a traditional traiteur due to her 

background in other forms of healing, like Reiki. “Sometimes I do guided meditation,” she says. “Sometimes 

I just do a prayer, and that’s it.”  

Begnaud thinks there are more traiteurs left than we know — they just aren’t advertising their practice and 

don’t adhere to more traditional notions of what a traiteur should be. If someone was born with the gift of 
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healing and is using that gift in some way, Begnaud asserts they’re genuine traiteurs doing the work healers 

have always done. 

“Treating is different now, just like our lifestyles — we just don’t live the way we used to,” she says. “But it’s 

still alive. The spirit of who we are, it’s still alive. Things have to change in order for them to remain.” 

 

Theresa Dardar (with husband Donald) is familiar with elderberry as a treatment for colds, flu, and fever. 

 

 

 

Isle de Jean Charles, an island in Terrebonne Parish, once spanned more than 22,000 acres, 

surrounded by forests and marsh and winding bayous. Several groups of Native Americans have 

inhabited it for generations and now call themselves the Isle de Jean Charles Band of the Biloxi-Chitimacha-

Choctaw Tribe. Today the island has shrunk to only 320 acres. Levees surround it to prevent flooding, but the 

island’s only road to the mainland is easily and often swamped by high tides or swift wind. During the active 

2020 hurricane season, most island residents evacuated seven times to escape danger. A year earlier, 

https://www.wwno.org/coastal-desk/2022-02-17/isle-de-jean-charles-residents-expected-to-move
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2021.578724/full
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Hurricane Barry’s storm surge flooded the island with as much as 15 feet of water, forcing several 

evacuations by the U.S. Coast Guard.  

In the midst of so much environmental uncertainty, almost everyone abandoned the island over the years. The 

42 families that remain have faced the tough prospect of relocating because soon the island will no longer be a 

viable place to live. These people are often billed as the nation’s first climate refugees, being forced to initiate 

a “managed retreat” due to rising seas. But their flight is also evidence of the horrors of industry and its 

shortsightedness. According to Jessica Simms in Solastalgic Landscapes: Prospects of Relocation in 

Louisiana, colonization and the continued marginalization of indigenous people have created such 

vulnerabilities for the island residents. 

When the collective memory tied to ancestral spaces remains while rapid environmental changes render the 

landscape unfamiliar, Simms wrote, people can experience “solastalgia.” This refers to the distress brought on 

by drastic environmental shifts — put another way, homesickness without ever leaving home. So many 

disasters in such a short span of time can induce “chronic disaster syndrome,” present in those who are forced 

to live with the long-term stress of the continued loss of family and community 

 

https://www.theadvertiser.com/story/news/2019/07/13/hurricane-barry-tropical-storm-rescue-isle-de-charles-jean-louisiana-coast-guard/1722845001/
https://www.architecturalrecord.com/articles/15682-is-managed-retreat-the-answer
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2021.578724/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fenvs.2021.578724/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2818205/
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Residents of Pointe-aux-Chênes, Louisiana, live in between the water’s give and take. 

On Isle de Jean Charles, the pressure began to mount in the last decade, both for residents and Louisiana 

officials. In 2016, the state was awarded $48.3 million in federal Community Development Block Grant funds 

to resettle current island residents as well as those who once lived there but were displaced after Hurricane 

Isaac in 2012. After many conversations with residents, a land trust on behalf of the Louisiana Office of 

Community Development purchased property 40 miles north near Schriever to create The New Isle under the 

Isle de Jean Charles Resettlement program. 

This community sits on the site of an old sugar cane field, and will eventually have more than 500 homes 

complete with retail spaces, walking trails, and even a bayou and wetlands to mimic the marshy landscape 

residents left behind. Of the 42 families, 38 on the island have decided to relocate. People should begin 

moving into their homes this year with a new hope that they’ll be able to settle in relative security while their 

ancestral lands to the south continue to erode into the sea. 

https://isledejeancharles.la.gov/
https://www.wwno.org/coastal-desk/2022-02-17/isle-de-jean-charles-residents-expected-to-move
https://www.wwno.org/coastal-desk/2022-02-17/isle-de-jean-charles-residents-expected-to-move
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A damaged home remains in Pointe-aux-Chênes, Louisiana, on June 6, 2022. 

Some of Monique Verdin’s Houma ancestors lived near Isle de Jean Charles before they fled to higher ground 

a few generations ago. She worries that with so much uncertainty caused by environmental disasters, 

relocations will continue, which will hasten cultural degradation. Movement — of people and their material 

culture — is an approaching reality for much of Louisiana’s coastal communities, but there are few solutions 

being floated. Government moves slow, and the land is going fast.  

Taking the matter into her own hands, Verdin purchased 12 acres of land an hour north of the coast, near 

Arnaudville, to provide a refuge for coastal indigenous people when hurricanes strike. The space will also 

serve as a refuge for those medicinal plants that can no longer survive in coastal regions — and those that 

have faded from indigenous cultural memory. “I’ve been trying to work to identify plants and to have 

relationships with them again,” she says. “But also, I’ve been thinking about getting these plant medicines to 

higher ground, and how we can then create decentralized networks of gardens that can help propagate them.” 

Verdin started the Land Memory Bank and Seed Exchange, a seed-saving and oral-histories preservation 

initiative. More recently, she’s been working as a part of the Okla Hina Ikhish Holo (People of the Sacred 

Medicine Trail) Network, which is made up of women and nonbinary indigenous gardeners who are activists, 

artists, and academics but also herbalists who can work to fill in any gaps.  
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Monique Verdin on her property in St. Bernard, Louisiana. 

Verdin has amassed a small nursery full of trees, shrubs, and flowers at her coastal home in St. Bernard that 

she’s been slowly transporting to her new property, where she’s creating a forest full of valuable flora. Seeds 

and plants are also sourced from the 1,000-foot medicine wheel garden at the University of Southern 

Mississippi (USM) founded by Okla Hina Ikhish Holo Network member Tammy Greer, who is also a USM 

associate professor of psychology. Greer and the network have established three greenhouses across the 

Southeast — one at Greer’s home in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, one on Verdin’s property near Arnaudville, and 

another near the Alabama-Florida line.  

“Native Americans have been strategically disconnected from the land and waters in so many ways,” Verdin 

says. “When you’re disconnected from sacred places and water, that disrupts lifeways and understandings of 

the seasons.” 
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Monique Verdin holds a maypop flower in the wild garden at her property in St. Bernard, Louisiana. 

The people from the network, Verdin says, come from indigenous tribes or bands that have, at one point, been 

in hiding and who are now hoping to “reactivate by trying to remember.” Remembering involves piecing back 

together certain elements of indigenous cultural tradition, and Verdin knows this will look different than it 

once did. Culture evolves over the years, anyway, she concedes. Some of the remedies of today will vary 

from their traditional uses. Plants might fall out of favor, while others will gain newfound attention. Maybe 

even a few people will step forward with a gift for healing — a resurgence of traiteurs. 

What those traiteurs and their rituals and remedies might look like, Verdin isn’t so sure. She says that being 

one is about more than just cultivating and using medicinal plants. Ultimately, it’s about the spirit within.  

“I hope people pick it back up,” she says. “I think they’re here — they must be. I’m always looking for them.” 
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Jonathan Olivier is a journalist who covers the outdoors, environment and culture for publications like 

Outside and Mother Earth News. He's working on a book that examines contemporary south Louisiana 

culture, exploring what it means to continue distinct linguistic and regional traditions after decades of 

Americanization. 

 

Rory Doyle is a working photographer based in Cleveland, Mississippi, in the rural Mississippi Delta. Born 

and raised in Maine, Doyle studied journalism at St. Michael’s College in Colchester, Vermont. In 2009, he 

moved to Mississippi to pursue a master’s degree at Delta State University. Doyle has remained committed to 

photographing Mississippi and the South, with a particular focus on sharing stories from the Delta. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-traiteurs-down-the-

bayou?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=7%2F26%20-

%20Tue%20%28The%20Traiteurs%20Down%20the%20Bayou%29%20%28UexX3T%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-traiteurs-down-the-bayou?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=7%2F26%20-%20Tue%20%28The%20Traiteurs%20Down%20the%20Bayou%29%20%28UexX3T%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-traiteurs-down-the-bayou?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=7%2F26%20-%20Tue%20%28The%20Traiteurs%20Down%20the%20Bayou%29%20%28UexX3T%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-traiteurs-down-the-bayou?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=7%2F26%20-%20Tue%20%28The%20Traiteurs%20Down%20the%20Bayou%29%20%28UexX3T%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/the-traiteurs-down-the-bayou?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=7%2F26%20-%20Tue%20%28The%20Traiteurs%20Down%20the%20Bayou%29%20%28UexX3T%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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Research News 

Risk of death surges when extreme heat and air pollution coincide 

Researchers used a new analytic approach to study more than 1.5 million deaths across California 

July 28, 2022 

 

Heat waves and air pollution are harmful, even deadly, and both are predicted to increase in frequency due to 

climate change. A team of researchers at the University of Southern California is helping shed light on those 

health risks by assessing six years of air quality, temperature and death certificate data in a new study 

published in the American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine. 

The U.S. National Science Foundation-supported research found that compared to days without extreme 

conditions, extreme heat days carried a 6.1% increase in risk of death. On extreme air pollution days, deaths 

were 5% more likely. But on days with both extreme heat and air pollution, deaths were 21% more likely — a 

synergistic effect almost double the impact of the individual exposures combined. 

"We found that the mortality effect of exposure to both extreme temperatures and extreme pollution is greater 

than the sum of their individual effects," said Mostafijur Rahman of the Keck School of Medicine at USC and 

lead author of the study. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/risk-death-surges-when-extreme-heat-and-air-pollution-coincide?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-3a7e7ca921719c22f3cacf0dde?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.atsjournals.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1164%2Frccm.202204-0657OC&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Frisk-death-surges-when-extreme-heat-and-air-pollution-coincide%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1752522&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-3a7e7ca921719c22f3cacf0dde?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eurekalert.org%2Fnews-releases%2F957459&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Frisk-death-surges-when-extreme-heat-and-air-pollution-coincide%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Previous studies have examined how extreme heat and air pollution separately affect mortality risk and how 

each varies with the other. The present study is the first to use a new approach to study what happens when 

extreme heat and air pollution coincide. 

"The increase in deaths expected to occur as a consequence of the rise of extreme heat and wildfires 

associated with climate change accentuates how important mitigation and adaptation measures have become," 

said Bruce Hamilton, a program director in NSF's Directorate for Engineering. 

Along with overall mortality, this study also examined deaths due to cardiovascular and respiratory 

conditions. On extreme exposure days, people over age 75 faced a higher risk. The findings could help 

individuals, communities and health care systems prepare for extreme weather and minimize potential harm. 

"Understanding the risks associated with these exposures is really important because we know that they will 

increase with climate change in many different parts of the United States and the world," said Erika Garcia at 

the Keck School of Medicine and the study's senior author. Wildfires, for example, which are expected to 

increase up to 50% by the end of the century, often involve extreme heat and pollution that last for days or 

weeks. 

Garcia, Rahman and their colleagues studied all deaths in California between 2014 and 2019 — a total of 

more than 1.5 million — using death certificate data from California's Department of Public Health. They also 

obtained data on air temperature and levels of fine particulate matter, tiny particle pollution in the air that is 

known to cause health problems. 

On days with both extreme heat and air pollution, the overall mortality risk increased 21%. The risk of death 

due to cardiovascular problems increased 29.9% and risk of death due to respiratory problems increased 38%. 

Older adults faced significantly higher risk, with a 36.2% increase in mortality risk for those over 75, 

compared to an 8.5% increase in mortality risk for people 75 and under when exposed to both extreme heat 

and pollution. 

The findings underscore the need for protective measures and interventions as the environment continues to 

change, Garcia said. 

Research areas 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/risk-death-surges-when-extreme-heat-and-air-pollution-

coincide?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/risk-death-surges-when-extreme-heat-and-air-pollution-coincide?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Hop-Frog 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

This story was originally published under the title Hop-Frog; Or, the Eight Chained Ourangoutangs (1849). 

 

 

I NEVER knew anyone so keenly alive to a joke as the king was. He seemed to live only for joking. To tell a 

good story of the joke kind, and to tell it well, was the surest road to his favor. Thus it happened that his seven 

ministers were all noted for their accomplishments as jokers. They all took after the king, too, in being large, 

corpulent, oily men, as well as inimitable jokers. Whether people grow fat by joking, or whether there is 

something in fat itself which predisposes to a joke, I have never been quite able to determine; but certain it is 

that a lean joker is a rara avis in terris. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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About the refinements, or, as he called them, the 'ghost' of wit, the king troubled himself very little. He had an 

especial admiration for breadth in a jest, and would often put up with length, for the sake of it. Over-niceties 

wearied him. He would have preferred Rabelais' 'Gargantua' to the 'Zadig' of Voltaire: and, upon the whole, 

practical jokes suited his taste far better than verbal ones. 

At the date of my narrative, professing jesters had not altogether gone out of fashion at court. Several of the 

great continental 'powers' still retain their 'fools,' who wore motley, with caps and bells, and who were 

expected to be always ready with sharp witticisms, at a moment's notice, in consideration of the crumbs that 

fell from the royal table. 

Our king, as a matter of course, retained his 'fool.' The fact is, he required something in the way of folly -- if 

only to counterbalance the heavy wisdom of the seven wise men who were his ministers -- not to mention 

himself. 

His fool, or professional jester, was not only a fool, however. His value was trebled in the eyes of the king, by 

the fact of his being also a dwarf and a cripple. Dwarfs were as common at court, in those days, as fools; and 

many monarchs would have found it difficult to get through their days (days are rather longer at court than 

elsewhere) without both a jester to laugh with, and a dwarf to laugh at. But, as I have already observed, your 

jesters, in ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, are fat, round, and unwieldy -- so that it was no small source of 

self-gratulation with our king that, in Hop-Frog (this was the fool's name), he possessed a triplicate treasure in 

one person. 

I believe the name 'Hop-Frog' was not that given to the dwarf by his sponsors at baptism, but it was conferred 

upon him, by general consent of the several ministers, on account of his inability to walk as other men do. In 

fact, Hop-Frog could only get along by a sort of interjectional gait -- something between a leap and a wriggle 

-- a movement that afforded illimitable amusement, and of course consolation, to the king, for 

(notwithstanding the protuberance of his stomach and a constitutional swelling of the head) the king, by his 

whole court, was accounted a capital figure. 

But although Hop-Frog, through the distortion of his legs, could move only with great pain and difficulty 

along a road or floor, the prodigious muscular power which nature seemed to have bestowed upon his arms, 

by way of compensation for deficiency in the lower limbs, enabled him to perform many feats of wonderful 

dexterity, where trees or ropes were in question, or any thing else to climb. At such exercises he certainly 

much more resembled a squirrel, or a small monkey, than a frog. 

I am not able to say, with precision, from what country Hop-Frog originally came. It was from some 

barbarous region, however, that no person ever heard of -- a vast distance from the court of our king. Hop-

Frog, and a young girl very little less dwarfish than himself (although of exquisite proportions, and a 

marvellous dancer), had been forcibly carried off from their respective homes in adjoining provinces, and sent 

as presents to the king, by one of his ever-victorious generals. 

Under these circumstances, it is not to be wondered at that a close intimacy arose between the two little 

captives. Indeed, they soon became sworn friends. Hop-Frog, who, although he made a great deal of sport, 

was by no means popular, had it not in his power to render Trippetta many services; but she, on account of her 

grace and exquisite beauty (although a dwarf), was universally admired and petted; so she possessed much 

influence; and never failed to use it, whenever she could, for the benefit of Hop-Frog. 

On some grand state occasion -- I forgot what -- the king determined to have a masquerade, and whenever a 

masquerade or any thing of that kind, occurred at our court, then the talents, both of Hop-Frog and Trippetta 
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were sure to be called into play. Hop-Frog, in especial, was so inventive in the way of getting up pageants, 

suggesting novel characters, and arranging costumes, for masked balls, that nothing could be done, it seems, 

without his assistance. 

The night appointed for the fete had arrived. A gorgeous hall had been fitted up, under Trippetta's eye, with 

every kind of device which could possibly give eclat to a masquerade. The whole court was in a fever of 

expectation. As for costumes and characters, it might well be supposed that everybody had come to a decision 

on such points. Many had made up their minds (as to what roles they should assume) a week, or even a 

month, in advance; and, in fact, there was not a particle of indecision anywhere -- except in the case of the 

king and his seven minsters. Why they hesitated I never could tell, unless they did it by way of a joke. More 

probably, they found it difficult, on account of being so fat, to make up their minds. At all events, time flew; 

and, as a last resort they sent for Trippetta and Hop-Frog. 

When the two little friends obeyed the summons of the king they found him sitting at his wine with the seven 

members of his cabinet council; but the monarch appeared to be in a very ill humor. He knew that Hop-Frog 

was not fond of wine, for it excited the poor cripple almost to madness; and madness is no comfortable 

feeling. But the king loved his practical jokes, and took pleasure in forcing Hop-Frog to drink and (as the king 

called it) 'to be merry.' 

"Come here, Hop-Frog," said he, as the jester and his friend entered the room; "swallow this bumper to the 

health of your absent friends, [here Hop-Frog sighed,] and then let us have the benefit of your invention. We 

want characters -- characters, man -- something novel -- out of the way. We are wearied with this everlasting 

sameness. Come, drink! the wine will brighten your wits." 

Hop-Frog endeavored, as usual, to get up a jest in reply to these advances from the king; but the effort was too 

much. It happened to be the poor dwarf's birthday, and the command to drink to his 'absent friends' forced the 

tears to his eyes. Many large, bitter drops fell into the goblet as he took it, humbly, from the hand of the 

tyrant. 

"Ah! ha! ha!" roared the latter, as the dwarf reluctantly drained the beaker. -- "See what a glass of good wine 

can do! Why, your eyes are shining already!" 

Poor fellow! his large eyes gleamed, rather than shone; for the effect of wine on his excitable brain was not 

more powerful than instantaneous. He placed the goblet nervously on the table, and looked round upon the 

company with a half -- insane stare. They all seemed highly amused at the success of the king's 'joke.' 

"And now to business," said the prime minister, a very fat man. 

"Yes," said the King; "Come lend us your assistance. Characters, my fine fellow; we stand in need of 

characters -- all of us -- ha! ha! ha!" and as this was seriously meant for a joke, his laugh was chorused by the 

seven. 

Hop-Frog also laughed although feebly and somewhat vacantly. 

"Come, come," said the king, impatiently, "have you nothing to suggest?" 

"I am endeavoring to think of something novel," replied the dwarf, abstractedly, for he was quite bewildered 

by the wine. 
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"Endeavoring!" cried the tyrant, fiercely; "what do you mean by that? Ah, I perceive. You are Sulky, and 

want more wine. Here, drink this!" and he poured out another goblet full and offered it to the cripple, who 

merely gazed at it, gasping for breath. 

"Drink, I say!" shouted the monster, "or by the fiends-" 

The dwarf hesitated. The king grew purple with rage. The courtiers smirked. Trippetta, pale as a corpse, 

advanced to the monarch's seat, and, falling on her knees before him, implored him to spare her friend. 

The tyrant regarded her, for some moments, in evident wonder at her audacity. He seemed quite at a loss what 

to do or say -- how most becomingly to express his indignation. At last, without uttering a syllable, he pushed 

her violently from him, and threw the contents of the brimming goblet in her face. 

The poor girl got up the best she could, and, not daring even to sigh, resumed her position at the foot of the 

table. 

There was a dead silence for about half a minute, during which the falling of a leaf, or of a feather, might have 

been heard. It was interrupted by a low, but harsh and protracted grating sound which seemed to come at once 

from every corner of the room. 

"What -- what -- what are you making that noise for?" demanded the king, turning furiously to the dwarf. 

The latter seemed to have recovered, in great measure, from his intoxication, and looking fixedly but quietly 

into the tyrant's face, merely ejaculated: 

"I -- I? How could it have been me?" 

"The sound appeared to come from without," observed one of the courtiers. "I fancy it was the parrot at the 

window, whetting his bill upon his cage-wires." 

"True," replied the monarch, as if much relieved by the suggestion; "but, on the honor of a knight, I could 

have sworn that it was the gritting of this vagabond's teeth." 

Hereupon the dwarf laughed (the king was too confirmed a joker to object to any one's laughing), and 

displayed a set of large, powerful, and very repulsive teeth. Moreover, he avowed his perfect willingness to 

swallow as much wine as desired. The monarch was pacified; and having drained another bumper with no 

very perceptible ill effect, Hop-Frog entered at once, and with spirit, into the plans for the masquerade. 

"I cannot tell what was the association of idea," observed he, very tranquilly, and as if he had never tasted 

wine in his life, "but just after your majesty, had struck the girl and thrown the wine in her face -- just after 

your majesty had done this, and while the parrot was making that odd noise outside the window, there came 

into my mind a capital diversion -- one of my own country frolics -- often enacted among us, at our 

masquerades: but here it will be new altogether. Unfortunately, however, it requires a company of eight 

persons and-" 

"Here we are!" cried the king, laughing at his acute discovery of the coincidence; "eight to a fraction -- I and 

my seven ministers. Come! what is the diversion?" 

"We call it," replied the cripple, "the Eight Chained Ourang-Outangs, and it really is excellent sport if well 

enacted." 
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"We will enact it," remarked the king, drawing himself up, and lowering his eyelids. 

"The beauty of the game," continued Hop-Frog, "lies in the fright it occasions among the women." 

"Capital!" roared in chorus the monarch and his ministry. 

"I will equip you as ourang-outangs," proceeded the dwarf; "leave all that to me. The resemblance shall be so 

striking, that the company of masqueraders will take you for real beasts -- and of course, they will be as much 

terrified as astonished." 

"Oh, this is exquisite!" exclaimed the king. "Hop-Frog! I will make a man of you." 

"The chains are for the purpose of increasing the confusion by their jangling. You are supposed to have 

escaped, en masse, from your keepers. Your majesty cannot conceive the effect produced, at a masquerade, by 

eight chained ourang-outangs, imagined to be real ones by most of the company; and rushing in with savage 

cries, among the crowd of delicately and gorgeously habited men and women. The contrast is inimitable!" 

"It must be," said the king: and the council arose hurriedly (as it was growing late), to put in execution the 

scheme of Hop-Frog. 

His mode of equipping the party as ourang-outangs was very simple, but effective enough for his purposes. 

The animals in question had, at the epoch of my story, very rarely been seen in any part of the civilized world; 

and as the imitations made by the dwarf were sufficiently beast-like and more than sufficiently hideous, their 

truthfulness to nature was thus thought to be secured. 

The king and his ministers were first encased in tight-fitting stockinet shirts and drawers. They were then 

saturated with tar. At this stage of the process, some one of the party suggested feathers; but the suggestion 

was at once overruled by the dwarf, who soon convinced the eight, by ocular demonstration, that the hair of 

such a brute as the ourang-outang was much more efficiently represented by flu. A thick coating of the latter 

was accordingly plastered upon the coating of tar. A long chain was now procured. First, it was passed about 

the waist of the king, and tied, then about another of the party, and also tied; then about all successively, in the 

same manner. When this chaining arrangement was complete, and the party stood as far apart from each other 

as possible, they formed a circle; and to make all things appear natural, Hop-Frog passed the residue of the 

chain in two diameters, at right angles, across the circle, after the fashion adopted, at the present day, by those 

who capture Chimpanzees, or other large apes, in Borneo. 

The grand saloon in which the masquerade was to take place, was a circular room, very lofty, and receiving 

the light of the sun only through a single window at top. At night (the season for which the apartment was 

especially designed) it was illuminated principally by a large chandelier, depending by a chain from the centre 

of the sky-light, and lowered, or elevated, by means of a counter-balance as usual; but (in order not to look 

unsightly) this latter passed outside the cupola and over the roof. 

The arrangements of the room had been left to Trippetta's superintendence; but, in some particulars, it seems, 

she had been guided by the calmer judgment of her friend the dwarf. At his suggestion it was that, on this 

occasion, the chandelier was removed. Its waxen drippings (which, in weather so warm, it was quite 

impossible to prevent) would have been seriously detrimental to the rich dresses of the guests, who, on 

account of the crowded state of the saloon, could not all be expected to keep from out its centre; that is to say, 

from under the chandelier. Additional sconces were set in various parts of the hall, out of the war, and a 
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flambeau, emitting sweet odor, was placed in the right hand of each of the Caryaides [Caryatides] that stood 

against the wall -- some fifty or sixty altogether. 

The eight ourang-outangs, taking Hop-Frog's advice, waited patiently until midnight (when the room was 

thoroughly filled with masqueraders) before making their appearance. No sooner had the clock ceased 

striking, however, than they rushed, or rather rolled in, all together -- for the impediments of their chains 

caused most of the party to fall, and all to stumble as they entered. 

The excitement among the masqueraders was prodigious, and filled the heart of the king with glee. As had 

been anticipated, there were not a few of the guests who supposed the ferocious-looking creatures to be beasts 

of some kind in reality, if not precisely ourang-outangs. Many of the women swooned with affright; and had 

not the king taken the precaution to exclude all weapons from the saloon, his party might soon have expiated 

their frolic in their blood. As it was, a general rush was made for the doors; but the king had ordered them to 

be locked immediately upon his entrance; and, at the dwarf's suggestion, the keys had been deposited with 

him. 

While the tumult was at its height, and each masquerader attentive only to his own safety (for, in fact, there 

was much real danger from the pressure of the excited crowd), the chain by which the chandelier ordinarily 

hung, and which had been drawn up on its removal, might have been seen very gradually to descend, until its 

hooked extremity came within three feet of the floor. 

Soon after this, the king and his seven friends having reeled about the hall in all directions, found themselves, 

at length, in its centre, and, of course, in immediate contact with the chain. While they were thus situated, the 

dwarf, who had followed noiselessly at their heels, inciting them to keep up the commotion, took hold of their 

own chain at the intersection of the two portions which crossed the circle diametrically and at right angles. 

Here, with the rapidity of thought, he inserted the hook from which the chandelier had been wont to depend; 

and, in an instant, by some unseen agency, the chandelier-chain was drawn so far upward as to take the hook 

out of reach, and, as an inevitable consequence, to drag the ourang-outangs together in close connection, and 

face to face. 

The masqueraders, by this time, had recovered, in some measure, from their alarm; and, beginning to regard 

the whole matter as a well-contrived pleasantry, set up a loud shout of laughter at the predicament of the apes. 

"Leave them to me!" now screamed Hop-Frog, his shrill voice making itself easily heard through all the din. 

"Leave them to me. I fancy I know them. If I can only get a good look at them, I can soon tell who they are." 

Here, scrambling over the heads of the crowd, he managed to get to the wall; when, seizing a flambeau from 

one of the Caryatides, he returned, as he went, to the centre of the room-leaping, with the agility of a monkey, 

upon the kings head, and thence clambered a few feet up the chain; holding down the torch to examine the 

group of ourang-outangs, and still screaming: "I shall soon find out who they are!" 

And now, while the whole assembly (the apes included) were convulsed with laughter, the jester suddenly 

uttered a shrill whistle; when the chain flew violently up for about thirty feet -- dragging with it the dismayed 

and struggling ourang-outangs, and leaving them suspended in mid-air between the sky-light and the floor. 

Hop-Frog, clinging to the chain as it rose, still maintained his relative position in respect to the eight maskers, 

and still (as if nothing were the matter) continued to thrust his torch down toward them, as though 

endeavoring to discover who they were. 
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So thoroughly astonished was the whole company at this ascent, that a dead silence, of about a minute's 

duration, ensued. It was broken by just such a low, harsh, grating sound, as had before attracted the attention 

of the king and his councillors when the former threw the wine in the face of Trippetta. But, on the present 

occasion, there could be no question as to whence the sound issued. It came from the fang -- like teeth of the 

dwarf, who ground them and gnashed them as he foamed at the mouth, and glared, with an expression of 

maniacal rage, into the upturned countenances of the king and his seven companions. 

"Ah, ha!" said at length the infuriated jester. "Ah, ha! I begin to see who these people are now!" Here, 

pretending to scrutinize the king more closely, he held the flambeau to the flaxen coat which enveloped him, 

and which instantly burst into a sheet of vivid flame. In less than half a minute the whole eight ourang-

outangs were blazing fiercely, amid the shrieks of the multitude who gazed at them from below, horror-

stricken, and without the power to render them the slightest assistance. 

At length the flames, suddenly increasing in virulence, forced the jester to climb higher up the chain, to be out 

of their reach; and, as he made this movement, the crowd again sank, for a brief instant, into silence. The 

dwarf seized his opportunity, and once more spoke: 

"I now see distinctly." he said, "what manner of people these maskers are. They are a great king and his seven 

privy-councillors, -- a king who does not scruple to strike a defenceless girl and his seven councillors who 

abet him in the outrage. As for myself, I am simply Hop-Frog, the jester -- and this is my last jest." 

Owing to the high combustibility of both the flax and the tar to which it adhered, the dwarf had scarcely made 

an end of his brief speech before the work of vengeance was complete. The eight corpses swung in their 

chains, a fetid, blackened, hideous, and indistinguishable mass. The cripple hurled his torch at them, 

clambered leisurely to the ceiling, and disappeared through the sky-light. 

It is supposed that Trippetta, stationed on the roof of the saloon, had been the accomplice of her friend in his 

fiery revenge, and that, together, they effected their escape to their own country: for neither was seen again. 
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Jumbo’s Ghost  

Elephants and Machines in Motion 

By Ross Bullen 

On September 15, 1885, twenty-five years after his capture in Sudan, Jumbo the elephant tragically died when 

struck by a freight train. Ross Bullen takes us on a spectral journey through other collisions between elephant 

and machine — in adventure novels, abandoned roadside hotels, and psychic science — revealing latent 

anxieties at the century’s turn. 

PUBLISHED 

July 20, 2022 

 

Photograph of James V. Lafferty’s “Lucy the Elephant” in Margate City, New Jersey, ca. after 1933 

— Source. 

In his 1886 book The Ivory King, the American naturalist Charles Fredrick Holder describes the status of 

elephants through a conservationist lens. While acknowledging that the elephant is “the true king of the 

beasts, the largest and most powerful of existing land animals, and to young and old a never ceasing source of 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#ross-bullen
https://www.loc.gov/resource/hhh.nj0006.photos/?sp=5
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wonder and interest”, it is nevertheless “doomed”. Citing prehistoric hunters and the contemporary ivory trade 

as major factors in the elephant’s decline, Holder also mentions the “rapid advance of the British in the East, 

the introduction of railroads and improvements which mark the progress of civilization in India, where 

heretofore the elephant has been employed, cannot fail to have a fatal effect, and their extermination is only a 

matter of time.”1 Although Holder sympathizes with elephants, he still lauds the technology that will displace 

them as an “improvement”: a mark of the “progress of civilization”. The elephant may be the “king of the 

beasts”, but it can offer no competition to the steam locomotive and other Western technologies. 

While comparisons between elephants and machines are a common feature of twenty-first century consumer 

culture — elephant-adjacent terms like “mammoth” and, of course, “Jumbo”, are regularly used when 

marketing motors and countless other commodities — the idea truly gained traction in the nineteenth century. 

The invention of steam locomotion coincided with the expansion of European imperialism in the parts of the 

world (Africa, South Asia, and Southeast Asia) that elephants call home. From a Western perspective, 

elephants were powerful and impressive animals that performed much of the work that machines did in 

Europe and North America. At the same time, it was clear to colonial observers that modern technology was 

not only superior to the physical labour of elephants, but it would also eventually displace them, perhaps even 

to the point of extinction. In his 1854 Hard Times, Charles Dickens famously describes the resemblance 

between “the piston of [a] steam engine work[ing] monotonously up and down” and “the head of an elephant 

in a state of melancholy madness”, an image he returns to four more times in a relatively short novel.2 The 

elephant functions as something like a technology of the colonial Other, and thus is subject to fantasies of 

Western dominance and displacement. At the same time, the blend of “melancholy” and “madness” that was 

so often used to portray captive elephants also speaks to cultural anxieties about the powerful, unpredictable, 

and disruptive industrial machinery of the Victorian era.3 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn3
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Illustration from an unknown newspaper reporting on the sale of Jumbo, “The Pride and Glory of England”, 

to P. T. Barnum, 1882 — Source. 

The symbolic clash Holder discussed between railroads and elephants has often resulted in literal collisions — 

and the best-known collision remains the death of Jumbo in 1885.4 Holder devotes a whole chapter to Jumbo, 

recounting the story of his capture and purchase in Africa, his many years at the London Zoological Gardens, 

his sale to P. T. Barnum, the outrage this purchase caused among the British public, and the scene of Jumbo’s 

death in St. Thomas, Ontario. After a final performance of Barnum’s circus, Jumbo was being led to his 

boxcar, when an unscheduled freight train bore down on him. Attempting to stop, it nevertheless struck 

Jumbo, whose body — weighing more than six thousand kgs — derailed the engine and two cars. The 

elephant died some fifteen minutes later. In the 1889 edition of his autobiography, Barnum described the 

death of Jumbo as a “universally announced and regretted tragedy”, and claimed to have received “hundreds 

of telegrams and letters of sympathy”.5 

https://collections.ctdigitalarchive.org/islandora/object/110002%3A587#page/1/mode/2up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn5
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The death scene of Jumbo the elephant in St Thomas, Ontario, after his collision with a locomotive on 

September 15, 1885 — Source. 

Jumbo’s death produced a curious catalogue of material (and perhaps immaterial) remainders. To 

commemorate the tragedy’s centenary in 1985, the city of St. Thomas installed a life-size statue of the 

elephant, crafted out of concrete and reinforced steel by the self-taught Canadian artist Winston Bronnum 

(who made a career creating giant animal sculptures as roadside attractions). And after Jumbo’s death, his 

hide was stuffed and continued to tour with Barnum, eventually retiring to the showman’s eponymous natural 

history museum at Tufts University, where the elephant became a school mascot. The taxidermied Jumbo was 

destroyed by a fire in 1975. All that remains of his great hide is the tail — accidentally severed and stored in 

the university archives — and a small pile of ashes, kept in a Peter Pan Crunchy Peanut Butter jar, which still 

resides in the office of Tufts’ athletic director. 

The material objects of Jumbo’s afterlife exist at extremes: heavy statues, a handful of ashes. This tension 

between the corporeal and incorporeal was noted at the time of Jumbo’s death as well. While Barnum was 

displaying his skeleton, trying to cash in on the elephant’s corpse, at least one writer imagined that death had 

somehow freed Jumbo from his bulky materiality. A jokey aside published in the September 26, 1885 issue of 

Chicago’s The Current speculated that, “It may possibly be said that Jumbo’s ghost will not have so much 

trouble in getting around the world as Jumbo had.”6 Indeed, in the decades after his demise, the elephant’s 

spirit seemed to haunt a variety of media. In what follows, I would like to accompany Jumbo’s ghost on a 

spectral journey through a series of collisions — in children’s adventure novels, abandoned roadside hotels, 

bizarre electrical experiments, psychic science, and beyond — between elephants and technology in the 

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. 

https://collections.ctdigitalarchive.org/islandora/object/110002%3A1919
https://dl.tufts.edu/concern/images/rn301d38z
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn6
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The taxidermied hide of Jumbo, being moved into the Barnum Museum of Natural History at Tufts University 

in 1889 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Moving_Jumbo_into_Barnum_Museum.jpg
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Chromolithograph circus poster advertisement for “Great Jumbo’s Skeleton”, ca. 1885–90. The caption 

continues in yellow: “The colossal and prodigious frame of the largest and noblest animal that ever lived. The 

only elephant skeleton ever publicly exhibited.” — Source. 

Our first stop is India, a decade after the Rebellion of 1857. A group of European explorers in Calcutta are 

planning a voyage across Northern India. Among their group is an engineer, Banks, who has invented a new 

way of travelling through the country: a giant steam-powered elephant — known as the “Steam House” or 

“Behemoth” — that will pull two carriages (one for the adventurers, one for their servants) across any terrain, 

including water. Although The Steam House (1880) is one of Jules Verne’s lesser-known fictions, his novel 

offers a heady variation on the elephant-as-machine metaphor. Not only does the steam engine replace the 

elephant’s role in India, it replaces the elephant itself, as the iron “Behemoth” towers over and outshines its 

animal competition. Maucler, the novel’s narrator, relates the impression it first made on the local people: 

First, and apparently drawing the caravan, came a gigantic elephant. The monstrous animal, twenty feet in 

height, and thirty in length, advanced deliberately, steadily, and with a certain mystery of movement which 

struck the gazer with a thrill of awe… His huge feet were raised and set down with mechanical regularity, 

and he changed pace from a walk to a trot, without either the voice or the hand of a mahout being apparent. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:P.T._Barnum_%26_Co.%27s_greatest_show_on_earth_%26_the_great_London_circus_combined_with_Sanger%27s_Royal_British_menagerie_%26_grand_international_shows_LCCN2012645423.jpg
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      The spectators were at first so astonished by all this, that they kept at a respectful distance; but when they 

ventured nearer, their surprise gave place to admiration. 

      They could hear a roar, very similar to the cry uttered by these giants of the Indian forest. Moreover, at 

intervals there issued from the trunk a jet of vapour. 

      And yet, it was an elephant!7 

 

Illustrations from an 1881 English translation of Jules Verne’s The Steam House (La maison à vapeur) 

— Source. 

The Steam House seems to pass as a real elephant with the people of Calcutta, despite its massive size (twice 

as large as a typical Indian elephant), “mechanical” movements, and the suspicious jet of steam issuing from 

the elephant’s unusually stationary trunk. Although Maucler claims that “all his members were endowed with 

movement”, he also concedes that the Steam House is quite obviously a machine, “a marvelous deception… 

encased in steel”, which any observer who dared to approach it would quickly discover.8 By straddling the 

line between Western technology and Eastern animal life, the Steam House seems to have an uncanny effect 

on its Indian viewers, who both do and do not recognize it as a familiar and useful elephant. The scene 

revolves around the well-worn trope of the credulous native struck with awe by Western technology. In fact, 

Verne’s entire novel is fueled by this colonial fantasy, as the troupe of Europeans and their mechanical 

elephant frequently battle and establish dominance over the Indian landscape, wild animals (including real 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn7
https://archive.org/details/steamhouse00vern/page/n239/mode/thumb
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn8
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elephants), local potentates, and eventually “Nana Sahib”, a.k.a. Nana Saheb Peshwa II, the rebel leader at the 

siege of Cawnpore, who — in Verne’s imagination — has been living in hiding for the past decade. 

Published a little over twenty years later, Frances Trego Montgomery’s children’s novel The Wonderful 

Electric Elephant (1903), and its sequel, On a Lark to the Planets (1904), imagines an elephant machine 

similar to the Steam House, but — keeping pace with new technology — it is powered by electricity. This 

upgrade also corresponds to an increase in the elephant’s range, as the children in Montgomery’s stories travel 

first around the world, and then the solar system, in their wonderful electric beast. Although Montgomery’s 

books are more fantastical than Verne’s novel, they rely on the same trope of technology dominating and 

deceiving awestruck non-Westerners. The Wonderful Electric Elephant concludes with Montgomery’s two 

child protagonists, Harold and Ione, painting their elephant in order to trick the Siamese (Thai) into believing 

it is an auspiciously-coloured elephant, or chang pheuak. “They both took a white-wash brush and began to 

work for dear life, and in a couple of hours had finished”, Montgomery writes. “There before them stood their 

beautiful elephant, transformed from a plain, ordinary, mouse-coloured elephant into a beautiful, rose pink 

one.”9 The children then allow their elephant to be captured by the “head hunter of the prince of Siam” and 

brought to the prince’s palace, where it is bathed, fed, and lavished with gifts and jewels by “two rows of 

boys, black as ebony, with silver trays on their head”.10 This scene serves a double purpose: it is both a send-

up of the (supposedly) lavish treatment that Siamese monarchs extended to auspicious elephants, and it 

presents the familiar spectacle of racialized natives worshipping Western technology.11 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/race-and-the-white-elephant-war-of-1884
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn10
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn11
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Press photograph of Topsy the elephant’s electrocution, January 4, 1903. Visible behind Topsy is the 

“Electric Tower”, under construction, an architectural folly designed for Luna Park — Source. 

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Topsy_elephant_death_electrocution_at_luna_park_1903.png
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Publisher’s binding for Frances Trego Montgomery’s On a Lark to the Planets (1904), the sequel to The 

Wonderful Electric Elephant — Source. 

Montgomery’s creation was not the only electric elephant to make its debut in 1903. Edison Studios’ 

notorious film Electrocuting an Elephant came out in January of that year. The seventy-four-second film 

depicts the execution of Topsy on Coney Island. Named after a character from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, Topsy was an elephant captured in Southeast Asia and sold to Adam Forepaugh’s circus. 

Eventually sold on to Sea Lion Park, these new owners deemed her impossible to handle or trade, and so they 

scheduled her to be hanged as a public spectacle. After objections from the ASPCA (American Society for the 

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals), this gruesome plan was modified to involve cyanide-laced carrots, 

strangulation, and 6,600 volts of electricity delivered via copper-lined sandals. 

Electrocuting an Elephant depicts Topsy being led by a handler to the site of her execution. After a cut, the 

camera frames the elephant in the centre of the screen, kicking once to try to remove a sandal. Topsy stands 

still until she suddenly stiffens, as flames rise from her feet. A few seconds later, stiff and smoking, she 

collapses forward. This happens around the forty-five second mark. The remainder of the film — nearly forty 

percent of its total running time — is a sustained shot of Topsy’s uncannily still body, as the smoke slowly 

blows away. Toward the end of the film, an otherwise seamless cut introduces a human figure into the shot: a 

man standing behind Topsy observing her, like a spectral presence inserted into this scene of death. The figure 

then walks out of the frame, and the film ends. 

Electrocuting an Elephant (Edison Studios), 1903 — Source. 

While Montgomery uses electricity to bring a mechanical animal to life, Electrocuting an Elephant uses it to 

bring death and stasis to a real elephant. And yet, the collision between Topsy and 6,600 volts did produce a 

kind of mechanical motion: a seventy-foot reel that would play in a coin-operated kinetoscope, an early 

device for showing short films to paying customers. Like a train on its track, the perforated film strip 

of Electrocuting an Elephant would roll through the mechanical pathways of the machine, at first reanimating 

Topsy and then replaying her death for anyone who could spare some change. 

The site on which Topsy was electrocuted — which would become Luna Park amusement park, from 1903 

until 1944 — was already an elephant graveyard. The same location had housed the “Elephantine Colossus”, 

a seven story, thirty-one room building that functioned as a tourist attraction, hotel, concert hall, and — 

reputedly — a brothel. The structure was designed by James V. Lafferty and constructed in 1885, a scaled-up 

version of Lafferty’s “Lucy the Elephant”, which was built near Atlantic City in 1881 (and is still standing 

today). Destroyed by fire, the Elephantine Colossus weirdly anticipates the fate of Jumbo’s hide at Tufts 

University nearly 80 years later. There is no record of anyone saving the Colossus’ ashes in a peanut butter 

jar, but like Jumbo’s ghost, the elephantine spirit of the scorched hotel made contact with at least one 

receptive witness. 

https://archive.org/details/onlarktoplanetss00mont_0/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/silent-electrocuting-an-elephant
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Illustration of “The Colossal Elephant of Coney Island”, from an 1885 issue of Scientific 

American — Source. 

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e1-2d9a-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99
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A story titled “A Remarkable Vision”, published in the “Department of Psychic Experiences” section of the 

April 1897 edition of The Metaphysical Magazine, recounts the unusual experiences of one “Mr. M.”, 

vacationing on Long Island in September 1896. After spending the evening with some neighbours discussing 

“telepathy and psychic phenomena in general”, he and his wife were walking home along the beach when 

they “were amazed to see the western sky brilliantly illuminated by what was undoubtedly a very large and 

disastrous fire.”12 At home, Mr. M. decides to take one final look at the conflagration from his balcony, at 

which point he witnesses the following remarkable vision: 

 

A side view of Coney Island’s “Elephantine Colossus” taken by an unknown photographer — Source. 

 

At that moment I chanced to glance upward in the sky at about an angle of sixty or seventy degrees, and a 

small white cloud attracted my attention. Its outline seemed peculiar, and its shading in white and pink was 

also unusual. Suddenly this cloud assumed the perfect outline of an elephant. The phenomenon seemed so 

strange that I called the attention of the other men to it. Without any further hint on my part, they declared it 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn12
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Elephantine_Colossus_Side_View.jpg
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to resemble the figure of an elephant most strikingly. The fire soon died out, and with it — in fact long before 

it — the image. No further thought was then given to the matter.13 

The next morning, Mr. M. reads the following headline in the New York Herald: “The Elephant at Coney 

Island Burned”. This news obviously casts last night’s elephant vision in a new light, and Mr. M. reaches out 

to the editor of The Metaphysical Magazine. Just below this account, the magazine’s editor offers his own 

hypothesis: 

The minds of many people near the burning edifice were in a state of intense excitement and possessed with 

the one idea, uttered or unuttered: “The Elephant! The Elephant is on fire!” Noticing the reddened sky, Mr. 

M. mentally reached out to them and received their thought. Cloud-forms are hazy at best, and attain 

distinctness only from the mind of the observer. The elephant-cloud was doubtless shaped by the thought 

transferred to the mind of Mr. M.14 

Like Jumbo’s ghost, this immovable building attained a new mobility in death, becoming a kind of psychic 

telegram that travelled from the minds of those who witnessed its destruction to the receptive consciousness 

of Mr. M. On the same spot, a few years later, Topsy the elephant would meet a similar fate, her death 

transferred to celluloid film by the Edison Studios’ crew. 

Charles Frederick Holder, author of The Ivory King, would not be surprised to learn that in the early twenty-

first century, the world’s elephant population has greatly diminished since the 1800s. It is perhaps 

understandable that, as these remarkable animals are driven toward extinction, humans have found new ways 

to memorialize them: statues, buildings, locomotive machines, photographs, films. One irony of many of 

these memorials, though, is that while they commemorate the death of elephants, they also celebrate the 

technology that displaced or destroyed them. On June 20, 2022 — some two-hundred km north-east of St. 

Thomas — the Art Gallery of Ontario unveiled its first-ever public art commission, a large sculpture of an 

elephant standing on a circus ball by the contemporary Canadian artist Brian Jungen. According to Jungen, 

the statue was inspired in part by the story of Jumbo. Constructed of discarded leather sofas and cast in 

bronze, the sculpture is titled Couch Monster: Sadzěʔ yaaghęhch'ill (the sculpture’s Dane-zaa subtitle 

translates as “My heart is ripping”). Couch Monster invites spectators to consider the contrast between its 

subject matter — an elephant, animated, alive, and, perched as it is on a circus ball, seemingly on the verge of 

movement — and its form: discarded sofas, associated with rest and stillness, cast in solid bronze. A great 

virtue of Jungen’s Couch Monster is that it openly acknowledges the way that humans have treated elephants 

like disposal commodities, as indicated by the statue’s unique construction materials, and by its subtitle. 

“Sadzěʔ yaaghęhch'ill”, the statue — or perhaps Jumbo’s ghost — says to us. “My heart is ripping.” 

Public Domain Works 

• The Steam House 

Jules Verne1881 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Autobiography of Matthew Scott, Jumbo’s Keeper 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost#fn14
https://ago.ca/exhibitions/couch-monster-sadze-yaaghehchill
https://archive.org/details/steamhouse00vern/page/n9/mode/2up
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Matthew Scott1885 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Ivory King: A Popular History of the Elephant and its Allies 

Charles Frederick Holder1886 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Life and Death of Jumbo 

ca. 1886 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Struggles and Triumphs: or, Sixty Years’ Recollections 

P.T. Barnum1889 

o Google Books 

TEXTS 

• The Wonderful Electric Elephant 

Frances Trego Montgomery1903 

o HathiTrust Digital Library 

TEXTS 

• Electrocuting an Elephant 

Edison Studios1903 

o Wikimedia Commons 

FILM 

Further Reading 

https://archive.org/details/autobiographyofm00scot/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/ivorykingpopula00hold/page/n7/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/lifedeathofjumbo0000ward/mode/2up
https://www.google.ca/books/edition/Struggles_and_Triumphs/XS0LAAAAIAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.31175002353582&view=1up&seq=1&skin=2021
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Edison_-_Electrocuting_an_Elephant.ogv
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• Topsy: The Startling Story of the Crooked-Tailed Elephant, P. T. Barnum, and the American 

Wizard, Thomas Edison 

By Michael Daly 

In 1903, an elephant named Topsy was electrocuted on Coney Island, and ever since, this bizarre execution 

has reverberated through popular culture with the whiff of urban legend. But it really happened, and many 

historical forces conspired to bring Topsy, Thomas Edison, and those 6,600 volts of alternating current 

together. In Topsy, Michael Daly weaves them together into a fascinating popular history. 

Publisher’s Website 

More Info and Buy 

 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0802146058/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0802146058/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://groveatlantic.com/book/topsy/
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0802146058/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0802146058/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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• The Lives of Machines: The Industrial Imaginary in Victorian Literature and Culture 

By Tamara Ketabgian 

Treating British literature from the 1830s to the 1870s, this study examines forms of feeling and community 

that combine the vital and the mechanical, the human and the nonhuman, in surprisingly hybrid and 

productive alliances. Challenging accounts of industrial alienation that still persist, the author defines 

mechanical character and feeling not as erasures or negations of self, but as robust and nuanced entities in 

their own right. The Lives of Machines thus offers an alternate cultural history that traces sympathies between 

humans, animals, and machines in novels and nonfiction. 

Publisher’s Website 

More Info and Buy 

 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0472051407/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.press.umich.edu/2526775
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0472051407/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0472051407/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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• Entertaining Elephants: Animal Agency and the Business of the American Circus 

By Susan Nance 

Entertaining Elephants is the first account that uses research on animal welfare, health, and cognition to 

interpret the historical record, examining how both circus people and elephants struggled behind the scenes to 

meet the profit necessities of the entertainment business. The book does not claim that elephants understood, 

endorsed, or resisted the world of show business as a human cultural or business practice, but it does speak of 

elephants rejecting the conditions of their experience. They lived in a kind of parallel reality in the circus, one 

that was defined by their interactions with people, other elephants, horses, bull hooks, hay, and the weather. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/jumbos-ghost 

  

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1421408295/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Battery made of aluminum, sulfur and salt proves fast, safe and low-cost 

By Michael Irving 

 

The three main ingredients in the new battery, from left: aluminum, sulfur and salt 

Rebecca Miller 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Engineers at MIT have developed a new battery design using common materials – aluminum, sulfur and salt. 

Not only is the battery low-cost, but it’s resistant to fire and failures, and can be charged very fast, which 

could make it useful for powering a home or charging electric vehicles. 

Lithium-ion batteries have dominated the field for the last few decades, thanks to their reliability and high 

energy density. However, lithium is becoming scarcer and more expensive, and the cells can be hazardous, 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/energy/reveal-aluminum-energy-storage/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
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exploding or bursting into flames if damaged or improperly used. Cheaper, safer alternatives are needed, 

especially as the world transitions towards renewable energy and electric vehicles. 

 

 

So the MIT team set out to design a new type of battery out of readily available, inexpensive materials. After 

a search and some trial and error, they settled on aluminum for one electrode and sulfur for the other, topped 

off with an electrolyte of molten chloro-aluminate salt. Not only are all of these ingredients cheap and 

common, but they’re not flammable, so there’s no risk of fire or explosion. 

In tests, the team demonstrated that the new battery cells can withstand hundreds of charge cycles, and charge 

very quickly – in some experiments, less than a minute. The cells would cost just one sixth of the price of a 

similar-sized lithium-ion cell. 

They can not only operate at high temperatures of up to 200 °C (392 °F) but they actually work better when 

hotter – at 110 °C (230 °F), the batteries charged 25 times faster than they did at 25 °C (77 °F). Importantly, 

the researchers say the battery doesn’t need any external energy to reach this elevated temperature – its usual 

cycle of charging and discharging is enough to keep it that warm. 

Although the type of salt in the electrolyte was chosen because it has a low melting point, it coincidentally has 

another benefit – it naturally prevents the formation of dendrites. These metal tendrils, which gradually grow 

between the two electrodes until they cause a short circuit, are a major hurdle for batteries, particularly 

lithium-ion cells. 

The team says that this battery design would be best suited to the scale of a few dozen kilowatt-hours, like 

powering an individual home from renewable sources. They could also be useful as charging stations for 

electric vehicles, thanks to their rapid charging. Other types of batteries, such as a recent design using molten 

salt electrolyte and aluminum and nickel electrodes, could work better at grid scale. 

The patents for the aluminum-sulfur batteries have been licensed to a spinoff company called Avanti, co-

founded by one of the authors of the study describing the design. The first order of business is to build it at 

scale, and run it through stress tests. 

The research was published in the journal Nature. 

Source: MIT 
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