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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

How can infants learn about sounds in their native language? 

Research shows that contexts in which sounds occur may shape ability to interpret acoustic differences 

October 19, 2022 

 

Infants can differentiate most sounds soon after birth, and over the following months, they become 

language-specific listeners. But researchers are still trying to understand how babies recognize 

"contrastive" sounds, a linguistics term that describes differences between speech sounds that can 

change meaning. For example, changing the "b" sound in "ball" to a "d" sound makes the word 

"doll." 

A recent paper in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences by lead author Kasia Hitczenko and 

co-author Naomi Feldman, computational linguists affiliated with the University of Maryland, offers 

new insight on this topic, which is essential to a better understanding of how infants learn the sounds of 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/how-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-native?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fobj.umiacs.umd.edu%2Facademicpapers%2Fpnas_paper_by_hitczenko_and_Feldman.pdf&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fhow-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-native%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eurekalert.org%2Fnews-releases%2F965176&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fhow-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-native%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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their native language or languages. The research was supported by two grants from the U.S. National 

Science Foundation. 

Contrastive sounds in a language are usually not as different from each other in natural settings as they 

are in carefully controlled experiments. Hitczenko and Feldman's results show that an infant's ability 

to interpret acoustic differences as either contrastive or noncontrastive may come from the contexts in 

which they hear different sounds. 

The research shows that babies can differentiate sounds based on context clues, such as neighboring 

sounds. The scientists tested their theory in case studies with two different definitions of context, 

comparing data on Japanese, Dutch and French. 

Feldman says, "We believe this work presents a compelling account of how infants learn the speech 

contrasts of their language and shows that the necessary signal is present in naturalistic speech, 

advancing our understanding of early language learning." 

Research areas 

Directorate for Computer and Information Science and Engineering (CISE) 

Division of Information and Intelligent Systems (CISE/IIS) 

Directorate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences (SBE) 

Division of Behavioral and Cognitive Sciences (SBE/BCS) 

Topics 

• Computing 

Image credit & caption 

Linguists' research offers insight into how infants learn to differentiate "contrastive" sounds. 

Credit: Shuttersock/minianne 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/how-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-

native?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery   

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1421695&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1734245
https://beta.nsf.gov/cise
https://beta.nsf.gov/cise/iis
https://beta.nsf.gov/sbe
https://beta.nsf.gov/sbe/bcs
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/how-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-native?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/how-can-infants-learn-about-sounds-their-native?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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How to Stop Waiting and Start Living: A Jolt from Henry James 

“It wouldn’t have been failure to be bankrupt, dishonoured, pilloried, hanged; it was failure not to be 

anything.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“The things we want are transformative, and we don’t know or only think we know what is on the 

other side of that transformation,” Rebecca Solnit wrote in her exquisite Field Guide to Getting Lost. 

The wanting starts out innocently — awaiting the birthday, the new bicycle, Christmas morning; 

awaiting the school year to end, or to begin. Soon, we are awaiting the big break, the great love, the day 

we finally find ourselves — awaiting something or someone to deliver us from the tedium of life-as-it-is, 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/08/04/field-guide-to-getting-lost-rebecca-solnit/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/07/robert-penn-warren-democracy-poetry-finding-yourself/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1177513226/braipick-20
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The Tiger by Franz Marc, 1912. (Available as a print and as stationery cards.) 

into some other and more dazzling realm of life-as-it-could-be, all the while vacating the only sanctuary 

from the storm of uncertainty raging outside the frosted windows of the here and now. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/09/08/franz-marc/
https://society6.com/product/the-tiger-by-franz-marc-1912_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/cards?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-tiger-by-franz-marc-1912_print?curator=brainpicker
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It matters not at all whether we are holding our breath for a triumph or bracing for a tragedy. For as 

long as we are waiting, we are not living. 

If we are not careful enough with the momentum of our own minds, we can live out our days in this 

expectant near-life existence. 

That is what Henry James (April 13, 1843–February 28, 1916) explores in his 1903 novella The Beast in 

the Jungle, found in his collection The Better Sort (public library | public domain) — the story of a man 

whose entire life, from his earliest memory, has been animated by “the sense of being kept for 

something rare and strange, possibly prodigious and terrible,” something fated “sooner or later to 

happen” and, in happening, to either destroy him or remake his life. He calls it “the thing,” imagines it 

as a “beast in the jungle” lying in wait for him, and spends his life lying in wait for it, withholding his 

participation in the very experiences that might have that transformative effect — leaping after some 

great dream, risking his life for some great cause, falling in love. 

It is, of course, a dramatized caricature of our common curse — the treacherous “if only” mind that 

haunts all of us, in one way or another, to some degree or other, as we go through life expecting the next 

moment to contain what this one does not and, in granting us some mythic missing piece that forever 

keeps us from the warm glad feeling of enoughness, to render our lives worthy of having been lived. 

Since it was in Time that he was to have met his fate, so it was in Time that his fate was to have acted; 

and as he waked up to the sense of no longer being young, which was exactly the sense of being stale, 

just as that, in turn, was the sense of being weak, he waked up to another matter beside. It all hung 

together; they were subject, he and the great vagueness, to an equal and indivisible law. When the 

possibilities themselves had accordingly turned stale, when the secret of the gods had grown faint, had 

perhaps even quite evaporated, that, and that only, was failure. It wouldn’t have been failure to be 

bankrupt, dishonoured, pilloried, hanged; it was failure not to be anything. 

When the protagonist meets a woman to whom his entire being pulls him, he begins spending time with 

her but ultimately keeps her heart at arm’s length, too afraid to love her, telling himself that he is 

protecting her from his fatalistic fate, failing to recognize that love itself is that great force of self-

annihilation and transformation, “rare and strange” even as the most commonplace human experience. 

The escape would have been to love her; then, then he would have lived. She had lived — who could say 

now with what passion? — since she had loved him for himself… The Beast had lurked indeed, and the 

Beast, at its hour, had sprung; it had sprung in that twilight of the cold April when, pale, ill, wasted, 

but all beautiful, and perhaps even then recoverable, she had risen from her chair to stand before him 

and let him imaginably guess. It had sprung as he didn’t guess; it had sprung as she hopelessly turned 

from him, and the mark, by the time he left her, had fallen where it was to fall. He had justified his fear 

and achieved his fate; he had failed, with the last exactitude, of all he was to fail of; and a moan now 

rose to his lips… This was knowledge, knowledge under the breath of which the very tears in his eyes 

seemed to freeze. Through them, none the less, he tried to fix it and hold it; he kept it there before him 

so that he might feel the pain. That at least, belated and bitter, had something of the taste of life. But 

the bitterness suddenly sickened him, and it was as if, horribly, he saw, in the truth, in the cruelty of his 

image, what had been appointed and done. He saw the Jungle of his life and saw the lurking Beast; 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1177513226/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/65356
https://archive.org/details/bettersort00jamegoog
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then, while he looked, perceived it, as by a stir of the air, rise, huge and hideous, for the leap that was to 

settle him. His eyes darkened — it was close; and, instinctively turning, in his hallucination, to avoid it, 

he flung himself, face down, on the tomb. 

Complement with Anaïs Nin on how reading awakens us from the trance of near-living and Mary 

Oliver on the key to living with maximum aliveness, then revisit Henry James’s equally brilliant sister 

Alice on how to live fully while dying. 

 

 

Art by Salvador Dalí for a rare 1946 edition of the essays of Montaigne 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/01/19/anais-nin-on-reading/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/02/09/mary-oliver-blue-horses-fourth-sign-of-the-zodiac/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/08/07/diary-of-alice-james-death/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/12/salvador-dali-illustrates-montaigne/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/08/12/salvador-dali-illustrates-montaigne/
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James writes: 

Discus 

chronologicus — a German depiction of time from the early 1720s. (Available as a print and as a wall 

clock.) 

When Time forecloses possibility, as Time always ultimately does, he arrives at his final reckoning at 

her tombstone: 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/17/henry-james-the-beast-in-the-

jungle/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

https://society6.com/product/discus-chronologicus-german-time-model-from-the-1720s_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/discus-chronologicus-german-time-model-from-the-1720s_wall-clock?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/discus-chronologicus-german-time-model-from-the-1720s_wall-clock?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/17/henry-james-the-beast-in-the-jungle/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/17/henry-james-the-beast-in-the-jungle/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://society6.com/product/discus-chronologicus-german-time-model-from-the-1720s_print?curator=brainpicker
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

'Drug factory' implants eliminate mesothelioma tumors in mice 

Study highlights potential treatment for aggressive lung cancer 

October 19, 2022 

 

Researchers at Rice University and Baylor College of Medicine have shown they can eradicate 

advanced-stage mesothelioma tumors in mice in just a few days with a treatment combining Rice's 

cytokine "drug factory" implants and a checkpoint inhibitor drug. Mesothelioma refers to any cancer 

that occurs in the tissue linings that surround and protect internal organs. 

The researchers administered drug-producing beads, which are no larger than the head of a pin, next 

to tumors where they could produce continuous, high doses of interleukin-2, IL-2, a natural compound 

that activates white blood cells to fight cancer. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/drug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.eurekalert.org%2Fnews-releases%2F962516&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdrug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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The study, supported in part by the U.S. National Science Foundation and published online in Clinical 

Cancer Research, is the latest in a string of successes for the drug-factory technology invented in the lab 

of Rice bioengineer Omid Veiseh, including Food and Drug Administration approval to begin clinical 

trials of the technology this fall in ovarian cancer patients. 

"From the beginning, our objective was to develop a platform therapy that can be used for multiple 

different types of immune system disorders or different types of cancers," said Amanda Nash, an NSF 

Graduate Research Fellow and member of the Rice research team, who spent several years developing 

the implant technology with the study's co-lead author Samira Aghlara-Fotovat, a fellow team member 

in Veiseh's lab. 

The cytokine factories consist of alginate beads loaded with tens of thousands of cells that are 

genetically engineered to produce natural IL-2, one of two cytokines the FDA has approved for 

treatment of cancer. The factories are just 1.5 millimeters wide and can be implanted with minimally 

invasive surgery to deliver high doses of IL-2 directly to tumors. 

"I take care of patients who have malignant pleural mesothelioma," said Bryan Burt of Baylor College 

of Medicine. "This is a very aggressive malignancy of the lining of the lungs. And it's very hard to treat 

completely by surgical resection. In other words, there is often residual disease that is left behind. The 

treatment of this residual disease with local immunotherapy — the local delivery of relatively high 

doses of immunotherapy to that pleural space — is a very attractive way to treat this disease." 

Immunotherapy with drugs called "checkpoint inhibitors" has met with some success in treating 

mesothelioma. Checkpoint inhibitors don't kill cancer directly but rather train the immune system to 

recognize and destroy cancer cells. 

In the mesothelioma study, tumors were destroyed completely in all seven mice that were treated with 

both the drug factory implants and a checkpoint inhibitor. 

In addition to the cancer research, Veiseh is studying cytokine implants' potential for healing injuries 

caused by heart attacks. 

Research areas 

Directorate for STEM Education (EDU) 

Division of Graduate Education (EDU/DGE) 

Topics 

• Education 

Image credit & caption 

https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1842494&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1158%2F1078-0432.CCR-22-1493&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdrug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1158%2F1078-0432.CCR-22-1493&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdrug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/edu
https://beta.nsf.gov/edu/dge
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"Drug factory" implants of alginate beads loaded with engineered cells eradicated mesothelioma 

tumors in mice. 

Credit: Jeff Fitlow/Rice University 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/drug-factory-implants-eliminate-

mesothelioma?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery   

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/drug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/drug-factory-implants-eliminate-mesothelioma?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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The Art of PhilosophyVisualising Aristotle in Early 17th-Century Paris 

By Susanna Berger 

With their elaborate interplay of image and text, the several large-scale prints designed by the French friar 

Martin Meurisse to communicate Aristotelian thought are wonderfully impressive creations. Susanna Berger 

explores the function of these complex works, and how such visual commentaries not only served to express 

philosophical ideas in a novel way but also engendered their own unique mode of thinking. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#susanna-berger
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Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 1614 — Source. 

In 1619, Martin Meurisse (1584–1644), a Franciscan professor of philosophy at the Grand Couvent des 

Cordeliers in Paris, became embroiled in a debate with the Protestant pastor François Oyseau (1545–1625) 

about the significance of the rituals of the mass. In the heat of the exchange, and riled by an accusation that he 

was a poor logician, Oyseau decried Meurisse to be an incompetent judge as he was “a logician only in 

picturing and copper-plate engraving.”1 Oyseau’s barb was alluding to a series of extravagantly engraved 

thesis prints, broadsides incorporating both text and image, that Meurisse had designed for his philosophy 

students to use during their oral examinations. Although for Oyseau they were mere “frivolous allegories”, 

these pedagogical prints are now considered among the most important early modern images of philosophy, 

and their inventive iconography inspired new visualizations of thought in a range of drawn and printed 

sources: from the lecture notebooks of students in Leuven to eighteenth-century German textbooks. 

Produced in collaboration with the engraver Léonard Gaultier (1560/61–1635) and published by Jean 

Messager (1572–1649), Meurisse’s prints are wonderfully dense and complex creations — elaborate 

depictions of landscapes and architectural structures adorned with a dizzying array of figures, animals, and 

objects, and annotated with quotations from the writings of classical and scholastic philosophers. The first, a 

summary of logic entitled Artificiosa totius logices descriptio (Artificial Description of Logic in Its Entirety), 

appeared in 1614 (see image above). The following year, Meurisse and Gaultier produced the Clara totius 

physiologiae synopsis (Clear Synopsis of Physics in Its Entirety), which visualizes Aristotelian natural 

philosophy. Their third, the Laurus metaphysica (Laurel of Metaphysics) of 1616, represents metaphysics, and 

their fourth, Tableau industrieux de toute la philosophie morale (Artificial Table of Moral Philosophy in Its 

Entirety), of 1618, depicts moral philosophy. In addition, a fifth thesis print, entitled Typus necessitatis 

logicae ad alias scientias capessendas (Scheme of the Necessity of Logic for Grasping the Other Branches of 

Knowledge), inspired by the Descriptio, appeared some years later in 1622. Also engraved by Gaultier and 

published by Messager, this broadside was designed by the Carmelite philosophy professor Jean Chéron 

(1596–1673).2 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn1
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn2
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Meurisse and Gaultier's Clara totius physiologiae synopsis, 1615 — Source. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b55002425z/f1.item
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Meurisse and Gaultier's Laurus metaphysica, 1616 — Source. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b55002359m/f1.item
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All of these broadsides are extremely impressive in scale — not only physically as regards to size, but also in 

relation to the tremendous amount of work and close collaboration among the wide network of scholars, 

artisans, engravers, patrons, and printers involved. The effort and significant cost expended to create these and 

other philosophical images attest to how highly such prints were valued in the study and transmission of 

philosophy. Although the broadsides of Meurisse, Chéron, and Gaultier were relatively little known through 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for a handful of academics across Europe they had a deep impact on 

the philosophy classroom. Descriptio, Laurus metaphysica, and Tableau were reproduced and translated into 

English by Richard Dey, a graduate of the University of Cambridge, in mid-seventeenth-century London, 

while a copy of Meurisse’s Synopsis was displayed at the anatomy theater of the University of Leiden by 

Ottho van Heurne (1577–1652), professor of medicine.3 Meurisse’s acclaim as a designer of illustrated 

broadsides was also reported in the Hungarian travelogue Europica varietas (1620) by Márton Szepsi 

Csombor (1594–1623) who, while visiting Paris in 1618, was “anxious above all else to become acquainted 

with the celebrated, renowned, and highly intelligent friar, who with great mastery put the entire philosophy 

course on a[n engraver’s] plate.”4 

These thesis prints’ kaleidoscopic mobile of images and texts visualizes something more than just harmonious 

principles of philosophy — in a way, it mirrors the early modern European mind itself as it produced and 

transmitted knowledge. For the knowledge generators of this time, the viewing and creation of imagery 

functioned as important instruments of philosophical thought and teaching. There were two particularly 

important mechanisms at play here. First, artists, students, and philosophers used the space of the page to map 

theoretical relationships, so that in creating and looking at these visual representations, they could think 

through the mechanism of spatial constructs. Second, through producing or simply examining figurative 

images, they could think through the mechanism of visual commentary. Both spatial constructs and visual 

commentaries worked together as part of a common project of philosophical thinking through visual 

representation. 

Logic instruction at this time was based primarily on a collection of texts by Aristotle known as 

the Organon and on Porphyry’s third-century text, Isagoge, which served as a preface to the Organon.5 The 

teaching of these treatises reflected the view that logic should be organized into the three mental operations: 

apprehension, judgment, and ratiocination (or reasoning by using syllogisms). It is through apprehension, the 

first operation, that the conception of an object or term is brought to mind: for example, the apprehension of 

such concepts as “dog” and “mammal”. Through judgment, the second operation, simple concepts are then 

combined or divided to create propositions ( “Dogs are mammals”). By way of ratiocination, the third 

operation, the mind organizes these propositions to form syllogisms ( “Dogs are mammals / All mammals are 

animals / Thus dogs are animals”). 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn3
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn5
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Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 1614, shown divided into its main segments 

— Source. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
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Detail of the man with the basket of limbs, from Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 

1614. The figure visualises a passage in Boethius's De divisione (ca. 515) concerning a form of partition. The 
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To make sense of how the images within these broadsides use the space of the page to organize such 

conceptual affiliations, let us take a look at how the Descriptio print of Meurisse and Gaultier is 

structured.6 By slicing it up into horizontal segments, we can better see how the layers build upon one another 

successively, from the bottom of the page to the top (see image above). Segment one offers information about 

the engraving’s production and shows Meurisse and his students, surrounded by various personifications of 

logical concepts — crowds of children, men, and ladies, a one-legged laborer bearing a basket (of human 

limbs) — all approaching a walled garden. 

body parts in the man’s basket, which seems also to hold his left foot, represent an explication of how a whole 

human body may be divided into parts — Source. 

The inside of this garden, which appears in segment two, represents the realm of the first operation of the 

mind (apprehension), dominated by a central fountain, around which water spurts into dishes. To either side 

of these basins are six groups of real, logically graspable entities which contrast with the respective entities 

positioned just outside the garden, directly across the wall. So, for example, we see a group of “finite” angels 

inside, and over the wall outside, wearing a tiara and holding a globe, encircled and sustained by an 

incandescent cloud, an image of “infinite” God. Likewise elsewhere, a group of “complete” humans inside, 

and outside an array of disembodied hands and feet; three cows (identified as “real entities”) inside, and 

outside a chimera (marked “rational being”). 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn6
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
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Detail from Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 1614 — Source. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
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Detail from Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 1614 — Source. 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

23 

In the third segment above we meet another garden, this one, rather less busy, explicating the activity of the 

second operation (judgment). The fourth segment pertains to propositions that are organized into syllogisms 

(a result of the third operation, ratiocination). Crowning the whole piece, in segment five, is a dedication to 

the French statesman and bibliophile Jacques-Auguste de Thou (1553–1617), flanked on the left by de Thou’s 

coat of arms and on the right by the arms of the Franciscans. 

Altogether the broadside allows viewers to grasp at a glance how a philosophical discipline can be divided 

into its parts and how its parts relate to one another and the greater whole. The individual sections of the print 

cannot be fully appreciated when seen in isolation; they gain their significance and meaning from their 

location within the broadside’s spatial system. 

In addition to relying on the space of the page to show how the field of logic is organized, the Descriptio also 

features visual commentaries that offer original interpretations of Aristotle’s age-old system. Rather than 

merely reiterating already extant philosophical concepts, the visual form of this engraving enriches theoretical 

knowledge, functioning as a visual exegesis which produces new meaning. In a detail from segment three, for 

instance, we find two palm trees forming an archway, inscribed with a description of the creation of 

propositions. Meurisse has carved “noun” and “verb”, central elements in any proposition, into the trunks: 

each is “an utterance signified by convention”. 
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Detail of the intertwining palms, from Meurisse and Gaultier's Artificiosa totius logices descriptio, 1614 

— Source. 

Why palm trees in particular? Palms are dioecious — their male and female flowers grow on separate plants 

— and were thought, at the time, to reproduce by intertwining with the branches of palm trees of the opposite 

sex. In this way mating palm trees became popular emblems for conjugal love and fertility in French 

iconography between the mid-sixteenth and mid-eighteenth centuries.7 Meurisse and Gaultier are here 

therefore, drawing an analogy between the mating of trees and the production of propositions: adapting the 

emblem in a manner that they expected viewers of the broadside to understand and appreciate.8 This detail 

http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn8
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highlights the varied sources of inspiration for the designers of philosophical broadsides, but it also indicates 

the richness of their visual commentaries. Whereas a textbook from the period might simply define a 

proposition as the sum of its parts (a noun and a verb), this image presents a much more intricate and complex 

interpretation of the proposition, likening it to a new organic entity, a proposition generated by mating plants. 

Even though the philosophical visualizations of Meurisse, Chéron, and Gaultier had an international 

reputation in the early modern period, they have since been largely forgotten, and although there is great 

interest among intellectual historians today in challenges to Aristotelian orthodoxies during the “scientific 

revolution”, no major study has focused on the visual documents integral to this epistemic shift. It is true that 

in recent years, a newly emerging and rich body of scholarship has started to explore the frescoes, oil 

paintings, prints, and drawings relating to the works of anti-Aristotelian philosophers such as Galileo Galilei 

(1564–1642) and Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679).9 But these studies consider only a piece of a larger picture, as 

it were. Image and image production were, in fact, vital in the early modern intellectual movements that 

embraced and developed Aristotelian thought, as evidenced by the many visual representations found among 

pedagogical and scholarly materials from the period, with perhaps no finer example than these thesis prints of 

Meurisse, Chéron, and Gaultier. 

Public Domain Works 

• Thesis prints 

o BnFArtificiosa totius logices descriptio 

o BnFClara totius physiologiae synopsis 

o BnFLaurus metaphysica 

o Princeton UniversityTypus necessitatis logicae ad alias scientias capessendas 

IMAGES 

• Beautiful version of Descriptio printed on vellum and hand-colored 

o Harvard UniversityArtificiosa totius logices descriptio 

IMAGES 

The essay above is adapted from THE ART OF PHILOSOPHY: Visual Thinking in Europe from the Late 

Renaissance to the Early Enlightenment by Susanna Berger. Copyright © 2017 by Princeton University Press. 

Reprinted by permission. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris  

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris#fn9
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8401680g/f1.item
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b55002425z/f1.item
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b55002359m/f1.item
http://pudl.princeton.edu/sheetreader.php?obj=rj4307317
http://hollis.harvard.edu/primo_library/libweb/action/dlDisplay.do?vid=HVD&amp;search_scope=default_scope&amp;docId=HVD_ALEPH008072102&amp;fn=permalink
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/the-art-of-philosophy-visualising-aristotle-in-early-17th-century-paris
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Mystification 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Slid, if these be your "passados" and "montantes," I'll have none o' them. 

-- NED KNOWLES. 

THE BARON RITZNER VON JUNG was a noble Hungarian family, every member of which (at least as far 

back into antiquity as any certain records extend) was more or less remarkable for talent of some description -

- the majority for that species of grotesquerie in conception of which Tieck, a scion of the house, has given a 

vivid, although by no means the most vivid exemplifications. My acquaintance with Ritzner commenced at 

the magnificent Chateau Jung, into which a train of droll adventures, not to be made public, threw a place in 

his regard, and here, with somewhat more difficulty, a partial insight into his mental conformation. In later 

days this insight grew more clear, as the intimacy which had at first permitted it became more close; and 

when, after three years of the character of the Baron Ritzner von Jung. 

I remember the buzz of curiosity which his advent excited within the college precincts on the night of the 

twenty-fifth of June. I remember still more distinctly, that while he was pronounced by all parties at first sight 

"the most remarkable man in the world," no person made any attempt at accounting for his opinion. That he 

was unique appeared so undeniable, that it was deemed impertinent to inquire wherein the uniquity consisted. 

But, letting this matter pass for the present, I will merely observe that, from the first moment of his setting 

foot within the limits of the university, he began to exercise over the habits, manners, persons, purses, and 

propensities of the whole community which surrounded him, an influence the most extensive and despotic, 

yet at the same time the most indefinite and altogether unaccountable. Thus the brief period of his residence at 

the university forms an era in its annals, and is characterized by all classes of people appertaining to it or its 

dependencies as "that very extraordinary epoch forming the domination of the Baron Ritzner von Jung." then 

of no particular age, by which I mean that it was impossible to form a guess respecting his age by any data 

personally afforded. He might have been fifteen or fifty, and was twenty-one years and seven months. He was 

by no means a handsome man -- perhaps the reverse. The contour of his face was somewhat angular and 

harsh. His forehead was lofty and very fair; his nose a snub; his eyes large, heavy, glassy, and meaningless. 

About the mouth there was more to be observed. The lips were gently protruded, and rested the one upon the 

other, after such a fashion that it is impossible to conceive any, even the most complex, combination of 

human features, conveying so entirely, and so singly, the idea of unmitigated gravity, solemnity and repose. 

It will be perceived, no doubt, from what I have already said, that the Baron was one of those human 

anomalies now and then to be found, who make the science of mystification the study and the business of 

their lives. For this science a peculiar turn of mind gave him instinctively the cue, while his physical 

appearance afforded him unusual facilities for carrying his prospects into effect. I quaintly termed the 

domination of the Baron Ritzner von Jung, ever rightly entered into the mystery which overshadowed his 

character. I truly think that no person at the university, with the exception of myself, ever suspected him to be 

capable of a joke, verbal or practical: -- the old bull-dog at the garden-gate would sooner have been accused, -

- the ghost of Heraclitus, -- or the wig of the Emeritus Professor of Theology. This, too, when it was evident 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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that the most egregious and unpardonable of all conceivable tricks, whimsicalities and buffooneries were 

brought about, if not directly by him, at least plainly through his intermediate agency or connivance. The 

beauty, if I may so call it, of his art mystifique, lay in that consummate ability (resulting from an almost 

intuitive knowledge of human nature, and a most wonderful self-possession,) by means of which he never 

failed to make it appear that the drolleries he was occupied in bringing to a point, arose partly in spite, and 

partly in consequence of the laudable efforts he was making for their prevention, and for the preservation of 

the good order and dignity of Alma Mater. The deep, the poignant, the overwhelming mortification, which 

upon each such failure of his praise worthy endeavors, would suffuse every lineament of his countenance, left 

not the slightest room for doubt of his sincerity in the bosoms of even his most skeptical companions. The 

adroitness, too, was no less worthy of observation by which he contrived to shift the sense of the grotesque 

from the creator to the created -- from his own person to the absurdities to which he had given rise. In no 

instance before that of which I speak, have I known the habitual mystific escape the natural consequence of 

his manoevres -- an attachment of the ludicrous to his own character and person. Continually enveloped in an 

atmosphere of whim, my friend appeared to live only for the severities of society; and not even his own 

household have for a moment associated other ideas than those of the rigid and august with the memory of the 

Baron Ritzner von Jung. the demon of the dolce far niente lay like an incubus upon the university. Nothing, at 

least, was done beyond eating and drinking and making merry. The apartments of the students were converted 

into so many pot-houses, and there was no pot-house of them all more famous or more frequented than that of 

the Baron. Our carousals here were many, and boisterous, and long, and never unfruitful of events. 

Upon one occasion we had protracted our sitting until nearly daybreak, and an unusual quantity of wine had 

been drunk. The company consisted of seven or eight individuals besides the Baron and myself. Most of these 

were young men of wealth, of high connection, of great family pride, and all alive with an exaggerated sense 

of honor. They abounded in the most ultra German opinions respecting the duello. To these Quixotic notions 

some recent Parisian publications, backed by three or four desperate and fatal conversation, during the greater 

part of the night, had run wild upon the all -- engrossing topic of the times. The Baron, who had been 

unusually silent and abstracted in the earlier portion of the evening, at length seemed to be aroused from his 

apathy, took a leading part in the discourse, and dwelt upon the benefits, and more especially upon the 

beauties, of the received code of etiquette in passages of arms with an ardor, an eloquence, an impressiveness, 

and an affectionateness of manner, which elicited the warmest enthusiasm from his hearers in general, and 

absolutely staggered even myself, who well knew him to be at heart a ridiculer of those very points for which 

he contended, and especially to hold the entire fanfaronade of duelling etiquette in the sovereign contempt 

which it deserves. 

Looking around me during a pause in the Baron's discourse (of which my readers may gather some faint idea 

when I say that it bore resemblance to the fervid, chanting, monotonous, yet musical sermonic manner of 

Coleridge), I perceived symptoms of even more than the general interest in the countenance of one of the 

party. This gentleman, whom I shall call Hermann, was an original in every respect -- except, perhaps, in the 

single particular that he was a very great fool. He contrived to bear, however, among a particular set at the 

university, a reputation for deep metaphysical thinking, and, I believe, for some logical talent. As a duellist he 

had acquired who had fallen at his hands; but they were many. He was a man of courage undoubtedly. But it 

was upon his minute acquaintance with the etiquette of the duello, and the nicety of his sense of honor, that he 

most especially prided himself. These things were a hobby which he rode to the death. To Ritzner, ever upon 

the lookout for the grotesque, his peculiarities had for a long time past afforded food for mystification. Of 

this, however, I was not aware; although, in the present instance, I saw clearly that something of a whimsical 

nature was upon the tapis with my friend, and that Hermann was its especial object. 
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As the former proceeded in his discourse, or rather monologue I perceived the excitement of the latter 

momently increasing. At length he spoke; offering some objection to a point insisted upon by R., and giving 

his reasons in detail. To these the Baron replied at length (still maintaining his exaggerated tone of sentiment) 

and concluding, in what I thought very bad taste, with a sarcasm and a sneer. The hobby of Hermann now 

took the bit in his teeth. This I could discern by the studied hair-splitting farrago of his rejoinder. His last 

words I distinctly remember. "Your opinions, allow me to say, Baron von Jung, although in the main correct, 

are, in many nice points, discreditable to yourself and to the university of which you are a member. In a few 

respects they are even unworthy of serious refutation. I would say more than this, sir, were it not for the fear 

of giving you offence (here the speaker smiled blandly), I would say, sir, that your opinions are not the 

opinions to be expected from a gentleman." 

As Hermann completed this equivocal sentence, all eyes were turned upon the Baron. He became pale, then 

excessively red; then, dropping his pocket-handkerchief, stooped to recover it, when I caught a glimpse of his 

countenance, while it could be seen by no one else at the table. It was radiant with the quizzical expression 

which was its natural character, but which I had never seen it assume except when we were alone together, 

and when he unbent himself freely. In an instant afterward he stood erect, confronting Hermann; and so total 

an alteration of countenance in so short a period I certainly never saw before. For a moment I even fancied 

that I had misconceived him, and that he was in sober earnest. He appeared to be stifling with passion, and his 

face was cadaverously white. For a short time he remained silent, apparently striving to master his emotion. 

Having at length seemingly succeeded, he reached a decanter which stood near him, saying as he held it 

firmly clenched "The language you have thought proper to employ, Mynheer Hermann, in addressing yourself 

to me, is objectionable in so many particulars, that I have neither temper nor time for specification. That my 

opinions, however, are not the opinions to be expected from a gentleman, is an observation so directly 

offensive as to allow me but one line of conduct. Some courtesy, nevertheless, is due to the presence of this 

company, and to yourself, at this moment, as my guest. You will pardon me, therefore, if, upon this 

consideration, I deviate slightly from the general usage among gentlemen in similar cases of personal affront. 

You will forgive me for the moderate tax I shall make upon your imagination, and endeavor to consider, for 

an instant, the reflection of your person in yonder mirror as the living Mynheer Hermann himself. This being 

done, there will be no difficulty whatever. I shall discharge this decanter of wine at your image in yonder 

mirror, and thus fulfil all the spirit, if not the exact letter, of resentment for your insult, while the necessity of 

physical violence to your real person will be obviated." 

With these words he hurled the decanter, full of wine, against the mirror which hung directly opposite 

Hermann; striking the reflection of his person with great precision, and of course shattering the glass into 

fragments. The whole company at once started to their feet, and, with the exception of myself and Ritzner, 

took their departure. As Hermann went out, the Baron whispered me that I should follow him and make an 

offer of my services. To this I agreed; not knowing precisely what to make of so ridiculous a piece of 

business. 

The duellist accepted my aid with his stiff and ultra recherche air, and, taking my arm, led me to his 

apartment. I could hardly forbear laughing in his face while he proceeded to discuss, with the profoundest 

gravity, what he termed "the refinedly peculiar character" of the insult he had received. After a tiresome 

harangue in his ordinary style, he took down from his book shelves a number of musty volumes on the subject 

of the duello, and entertained me for a long time with their contents; reading aloud, and commenting earnestly 

as he read. I can just remember the titles of some of the works. There were the "Ordonnance of Philip le Bel 

on Single Combat"; the "Theatre of Honor," by Favyn, and a treatise "On the Permission of Duels," by 
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Andiguier. He displayed, also, with much pomposity, Brantome's "Memoirs of Duels," -- published at 

Cologne, 1666, in the types of Elzevir -- a precious and unique vellum-paper volume, with a fine margin, and 

bound by Derome. But he requested my attention particularly, and with an air of mysterious sagacity, to a 

thick octavo, written in barbarous Latin by one Hedelin, a Frenchman, and having the quaint title, "Duelli Lex 

Scripta, et non; aliterque." From this he read me one of the drollest chapters in the world concerning "Injuriae 

per applicationem, per constructionem, et per se," about half of which, he averred, was strictly applicable to 

his own "refinedly peculiar" case, although not one syllable of the whole matter could I understand for the life 

of me. Having finished the chapter, he closed the book, and demanded what I thought necessary to be done. I 

replied that I had entire confidence in his superior delicacy of feeling, and would abide by what he proposed. 

With this answer he seemed flattered, and sat down to write a note to the Baron. It ran thus: 

Sir, -- My friend, M. P.-, will hand you this note. I find it incumbent upon me to request, at your earliest 

convenience, an explanation of this evening's occurrences at your chambers. In the event of your declining 

this request, Mr. P. will be happy to arrange, with any friend whom you may appoint, the steps preliminary to 

a meeting. 

With sentiments of perfect respect, 

Your most humble servant, 

JOHANN HERMAN. 

To the Baron Ritzner von Jung, 

Not knowing what better to do, I called upon Ritzner with this epistle. He bowed as I presented it; then, with a 

grave countenance, motioned me to a seat. Having perused the cartel, he wrote the following reply, which I 

carried to Hermann. 

SIR, -- Through our common friend, Mr. P., I have received your note of this evening. Upon due reflection I 

frankly admit the propriety of the explanation you suggest. This being admitted, I still find great difficulty, 

(owing to the refinedly peculiar nature of our disagreement, and of the personal affront offered on my part,) in 

so wording what I have to say by way of apology, as to meet all the minute exigencies, and all the variable 

shadows, of the case. I have great reliance, however, on that extreme delicacy of discrimination, in matters 

appertaining to the rules of etiquette, for which you have been so long and so pre-eminently distinguished. 

With perfect certainty, therefore, of being comprehended, I beg leave, in lieu of offering any sentiments of my 

own, to refer you to the opinions of Sieur Hedelin, as set forth in the ninth paragraph of the chapter of 

"Injuriae per applicationem, per constructionem, et per se," in his "Duelli Lex scripta, et non; aliterque." The 

nicety of your discernment in all the matters here treated, will be sufficient, I am assured, to convince you that 

the mere circumstance of me referring you to this admirable passage, ought to satisfy your request, as a man 

of honor, for explanation. 

With sentiments of profound respect, 

Your most obedient servant, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

30 

VON JUNG. 

The Herr Johann Hermann 

Hermann commenced the perusal of this epistle with a scowl, which, however, was converted into a smile of 

the most ludicrous self-complacency as he came to the rigmarole about Injuriae per applicationem, per 

constructionem, et per se. Having finished reading, he begged me, with the blandest of all possible smiles, to 

be seated, while he made reference to the treatise in question. Turning to the passage specified, he read it with 

great care to himself, then closed the book, and desired me, in my character of confidential acquaintance, to 

express to the Baron von Jung his exalted sense of his chivalrous behavior, and, in that of second, to assure 

him that the explanation offered was of the fullest, the most honorable, and the most unequivocally 

satisfactory nature. 

Somewhat amazed at all this, I made my retreat to the Baron. He seemed to receive Hermann's amicable letter 

as a matter of course, and after a few words of general conversation, went to an inner room and brought out 

the everlasting treatise "Duelli Lex scripta, et non; aliterque." He handed me the volume and asked me to look 

over some portion of it. I did so, but to little purpose, not being able to gather the least particle of meaning. He 

then took the book himself, and read me a chapter aloud. To my surprise, what he read proved to be a most 

horribly absurd account of a duel between two baboons. He now explained the mystery; showing that the 

volume, as it appeared prima facie, was written upon the plan of the nonsense verses of Du Bartas; that is to 

say, the language was ingeniously framed so as to present to the ear all the outward signs of intelligibility, and 

even of profundity, while in fact not a shadow of meaning existed. The key to the whole was found in leaving 

out every second and third word alternately, when there appeared a series of ludicrous quizzes upon a single 

combat as practised in modern times. 

The Baron afterwards informed me that he had purposely thrown the treatise in Hermann's way two or three 

weeks before the adventure, and that he was satisfied, from the general tenor of his conversation, that he had 

studied it with the deepest attention, and firmly believed it to be a work of unusual merit. Upon this hint he 

proceeded. Hermann would have died a thousand deaths rather than acknowledge his inability to understand 

anything and everything in the universe that had ever been written about the duello. 

Littleton Barry. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/mystification  
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Mushroom Pool, in the Lower Geyser Basin of Yellowstone National Park, as it looked in June 23, 1967. The 

sample that would be the source of Thermus aquaticus strain YT-1 came from this hot spring. 

Thomas Brock 

View image credit & caption 

Biotechnology sector materializes from Yellowstone hot springs 

By Jason Bates 

October 19, 2022 

 

The word biotechnology brings to mind images of researchers developing new diagnostic tests and drugs in 

futuristic labs; new methods of farming and food production that meet the requirements of a growing 

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/biotechnology-sector-materializes-yellowstone-hot?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
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population; and environmentally friendly products that replace petrochemically derived non-biodegradable 

materials that can linger in landfills for decades. 

A large portion of this future — and the present — can be traced to hot springs, some of them located in 

Yellowstone National Park, and field work conducted by a pair of scientists beginning in the 1960s. 

From curiosity driven field work … 

In 1964, Thomas Brock stopped in Yellowstone, which is spread across parts of Wyoming, Montana and 

Idaho, during a long car trip and by chance happened upon a ranger talk beside a thermal pool with blue-green 

algae. Brock, then an associate professor of microbiology at Indiana University, was curious about how this 

microorganism could inhabit, perhaps even thrive, in this extreme environment. Brock and his team began 

studying the hot springs environment and the organisms that lived there under a three-year grant from the U.S. 

National Science Foundation. 

Brock continued his work through 1975 and, along with undergraduate student Hudson Freeze, isolated a 

bacterium that thrived at temperatures between 65 and 70 degrees Celsius (149 to 160 Fahrenheit). They 

named it Thermus aquaticus. This work spawned the worldwide study of extremophiles, organisms that 

flourish in extreme environments. Brock's discovery not only added to our understanding of the diversity of 

microbes, but also enabled new research by scientists based much closer to Yellowstone than Indiana 

University. 

That research focused on examining DNA molecules to determine how the genetic material replicated. 

Scientists were looking for a more robust version of DNA polymerase — an enzyme found in all living 

organisms that is critical to DNA replication — that they could use to replicate DNA enough times to analyze 

it in the lab. In 1976, scientists at Cetus Corp. were able to isolate the DNA polymerase in T. aquaticus, which 

are naturally adapted to high temperatures and enable the bacterium to live in the hot springs. These DNA 

polymerases were significantly more efficient in the lab than previous enzymes. 

Using Brock and Freeze's discovery, Kary Mullis, head of the DNA synthesis lab at Cetus, created a 

procedure called PCR that used the adapted enzymes to replicate DNA with great efficiency and precision. 

These enzymes, named Taq (named for Thermus aquaticus), are still in use in labs all over the world. 

Mullis was awarded the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 1993, and the field of biotechnology took off. 

… to a biotechnology revolution 

The ability to amplify copies of DNA through PCR has resulted in numerous advances and new innovations 

over the past four decades, including more accurate tests for diseases, new drugs and vaccines, and tools to 

identify similarities between sources of DNA. PCR also is being used in environmental areas to track 

pollution and monitor ecosystem health. 
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DNA fingerprint data on a paper. 

Credit: Shutterstock/isak55 

A process called DNA fingerprinting identifies sequences of nucleotides in DNA that are unique to a 

particular individual. The patterns of these nucleotides can be identified when tiny amounts of DNA are 

amplified by PCR. DNA fingerprinting enables the legal community to accurately identify people, providing 

the ability to show a suspect's involvement in a crime or demonstrate innocence of someone wrongly accused. 

These techniques are also used to track endangered species and determine the source of possibly illegally 

hunted animals, to conduct genealogical research and find long-lost family, and to identify patients' risk for 

developing many diseases. 

In 2020, in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers applied PCR to detect the virus in patients, 

amplifying the small amount of genetic material retrieved through a nasal swab to a measurable quantity, as 

well as in wastewater, to detect the presence of the virus in communities. 

The combined global biotechnology market — from PCR to new crops and chemical manufacturing — 

was valued at $793.87 billion in 2021 by market research firms and is expected to expand to over $1.68 

trillion by 2030. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-2b6456d2ed5cc36ac271ac1c0e?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.globenewswire.com%2Fnews-release%2F2022%2F01%2F18%2F2368681%2F0%2Fen%2FBiotechnology-Market-Size-to-Surpass-US-1-683-52-Bn-by-2030.html&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fscience-matters%2Fbiotechnology-sector-materializes-yellowstone-hot%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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NSF driving innovations 

Today, NSF supports programs and provides funding opportunities for biotechnology in four priority areas: 

foundational research, infrastructure, workforce and translation. New biotechnologies will advance the U.S. 

bioeconomy, accelerating scientific discovery and the harnessing biological systems to create goods and 

services that contribute to agriculture, health, security, manufacturing and climate resilience. 

 

An artist's representation of a unique species of chlorophyll-producing bacterium that was discovered in the 

hot springs of Yellowstone National Park. The green shapes in the cell, called "chlorosomes," house the 

machinery to convert sunlight into energy. 

 

NSF continues to support the research that makes those biotechnologies possible. Investigation into the 

function of the protein Cas9 and how it disrupts viral DNA in bacteria, along with years of research, led 

Jennifer Doudna and Emmanuelle Charpentier to produce a method to cleave DNA molecules at extremely 

precise locations, called CRISPR. This technology is used to edit DNA sequences and has numerous 

applications in medicine, such as diagnosing infectious diseases, and is being used to develop new methods to 
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fight the impacts of climate change, such as creating drought-resistant crops. The work earned the researchers 

the 2020 Nobel Prize in chemistry. 

NSF's SBIR/STTR program, also known as America's Seed Fund, awards over $200 million each year to 

about 400 startups and small businesses to transform scientific discoveries into products and services. One 

such company, Ginkgo Bioworks, specializes in using genetic engineering to produce bacteria with industrial 

applications, and many other small biotechnology companies that are now fueling the economy through their 

discoveries. 

And NSF-supported researchers continue making discoveries in Yellowstone National Park. In 2009, grantee 

Mark Kozubal was seeking out new life-forms that thrive in the acidic hot springs of Yellowstone. The fungus 

he discovered, later dubbed Fusarium strain flavolapis, or yellow stone, is now used to produce meatless 

breakfast patties and dairy-free cream — with no need for sun, soil or rain. 

Credit: Nicolle Rager Fuller, National Science Foundation 

In 2007, a team of researchers discovered a bacterium in the same hot spring where T. aquaticus was found 

that transforms light into chemical energy. Candidatus chloracidobacterium thermophilum has special light-

harvesting antennae known as chlorosomes, which each contain about 250,000 chlorophylls. No member of 

this phylum nor any aerobic microbe was known to make chlorosomes before this discovery. 

"Finding a previously unknown chlorophyll-producing microbe is the discovery of a lifetime for someone 

who has studied bacterial photosynthesis for as long as I have (35 years)," Don Bryant, a professor at Penn 

State, said at the time. 

And over the next five decades, who knows what innovations will owe their discovery Cab. thermophilum? 

About the Author 

Jason Bates 

Senior Technical Writer/Editor 

Jason is a Senior Technical Writer/Editor in the Office of Legislative and Public Affairs, National Science 

Foundation/FedWriters  

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/biotechnology-sector-materializes-yellowstone-

hot?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery   

https://seedfund.nsf.gov/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=psc&utm_term=keyword&utm_content=technology
https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/turning-cells-manufacturing-centers
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1248274&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1248274&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=0523100&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/biotechnology-sector-materializes-yellowstone-hot?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/science-matters/biotechnology-sector-materializes-yellowstone-hot?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Vidalia onions aren’t supposed to make you cry. For the eighth installment of the “Crop Cycle” series, Shane 

Mitchell peels back layers of historic abuse in the fields of southeast Georgia. Get out your handkerchiefs. 

Words by Shane Mitchell | Photos by Audra Melton 

 

“Life is an onion — you peel it year by year and sometimes cry.” 

— 

Carl Sandburg, Remembrance Rock, 1948 
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October 4, 2022 

20 

My father had a particular kink for used pantyhose. In the cool, dark basement of my parents’ house in 

Newport, Rhode Island, he hung my mother’s discarded Sheer Elegance nylons from hooks; inside were 

onion bulbs cocooned like an alien brood in a sci-fi grindhouse second feature. A fat knot separated each 

dormant orb, safeguarding them from decay. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Dad asked when I hauled a bundle upstairs to the kitchen. “Put those 

back. Jesus H. Christ. Don’t mess with my Vidalias.” 

Despite deep ties to the South, my parents spent most of their adult lives elsewhere. A homesickness for the 

landscape of their childhoods induced mail-order frenzies for ingredients from country stores and farms 

catering to Southern nostalgia. Liver pudding. Cow peas. Grits. A mustard-based brand of barbecue sauce 

shipped in gallon jugs. 

Squat onions requiring creepy, loving care. 
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My mother never lost her Southern accent, or her love of humidity so cruel it could drown kittens. Dad was a 

yellow dog Democrat. They spent the ’60s in hippie art counterculture circles up North. Though they grappled 

with the systemic racism that defined their upbringing, they were not without shocking blind spots. And they 

never spoke of the most atrocious aspect of my family’s heritage. 

The memory of emerging from that basement with onions dangling in Mom’s laddered stockings jolted me 

recently as news broke about a federal investigation in Georgia. Operation Blooming Onion peeled back 

layers of intractable abuse, including the variety that some would have us ignore or pretend doesn’t exist 

anymore: the sale of 30 “guest workers" for $21,481. 

Dark secrets live on in the onion fields of southeast Georgia, where an unlikely crop with an outsize 

reputation has coalesced power and wealth not unlike King Cotton and Big Tobacco. 

 

Vidalias were something of an accidental discovery on the part of a Georgia farmer in the early 1930s. 

Unlike other onion varieties, Vidalias are sweet and mild. They have morphed into a legally protected 

household name, industrialized agribusiness, and Georgia's official state vegetable. 
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Onions grow in the richest, highest cultivated ground, and better and better year after year, on the same 

ground. 

— 

Amelia Simmons, American Cookery, 1796 

 

One of the earliest references to onions in a Southern cookbook is for oyster “soop” by Eliza Lucas 

Pinckney, whose collection of recipes dates to 1756. Not long after, her daughter Harriott Pinckney Horry 

recorded a method for pickling onions. The Carolina Receipt Book (1832) by “A Lady of Charleston” — 

believed to be Horry or her cousin Sarah Rutledge — includes onions in a fascinatingly specific rice sauce, a 

Southern adaptation of bread sauce, which dates to medieval cooking in Britain. Phineas Thornton gave 

detailed instructions for onion planting in The Southern Gardener and Receipt Book (1839), and the process 

has remained largely unchanged. By the time Rutledge published The Carolina Housewife in 1847, onions 

seasoned all sorts of dishes, especially meat and game. Both the Union and Confederate armies consumed 

onions to prevent scurvy during the Civil War. Dr. Hunter Holmes McGuire, surgeon to General Thomas 

Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson, apparently ate a whole raw onion before the Battle of Cedar Mountain in 

1862. 

Yet it would be another century before onions achieved cult status in the South, let alone a registered 

trademark. 

In the spring of 1931, Moses Coleman reportedly made an accidental discovery after planting an 

overwintering crop of Crystal Wax Bermuda onions in Toombs County, Georgia. They tasted sweet. Not 

candy apple sweet, but still lacking the pungency of Allium cepa, the species most likely introduced to the 

Caribbean by Columbus, and then mainland North America, when it arrived in the cargo hold of the 

Mayflower. (Coincidentally, the first experimental pair of nylon stockings was manufactured in 1937 and 

made its fashion debut two years later at the World’s Fair in New York.) 

While it is a cousin to the native Allium tricoccum, or wild ramp, most varieties of Allium cepa exist only 

because of cultivation and breeding. The one that would become best known as the Vidalia is yellow Granex, 

a hybridized cross between the round Texas Early Grano 951C, and another parent, YB986, derived from a 

flat White Bermuda. In southeast Georgia, at the leading edge of the Atlantic coastal plain, the region’s sandy 

soil is uniquely low in sulfur, which influences onion flavor and odor. At the molecular level, it’s also what 

makes you cry. The sweeter the onion, the fewer the tears. 

Coleman managed to sell his crop of sweets for $3.50 per 50-pound bag, a high profit margin during the 

Depression. 
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He planted more. Then so did his neighbors. 

 

In southeast Georgia, at the leading edge of the Atlantic coastal plain, the region’s sandy soil is uniquely low 

in sulfur, which influences onion flavor and odor. At the molecular level, it’s also what makes you cry. The 

sweeter the onion, the fewer the tears. 

A problem emerged almost immediately. Those juicy onions spoiled fast. Easily bruised by mechanized 

harvesting, they required intensive hand labor: tough young bodies able to tend crops in a range of weather 

conditions, on hands and knees, while lifting heavy loads all day long. 

Vidalias should have remained a novelty sold at farm stands and county fairs. But New Deal legislation, 

starting with the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933, created an economic support system of crop subsidies 

and insurance. This encouraged truck farmers like Coleman to experiment. By 1963, Piggly Wiggly Southern 

Inc., which owned supermarket stores in central and south Georgia, built a produce distribution center in the 

town of Vidalia. That helped spread the bounty a bit farther. 

Jimmy Carter shipped Vidalias to the White House and ate them with peanut butter on crackers. 
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Around the same time my father obsessed over his precious mail-order swag, growers were finally learning 

how to exploit their own folksy roots. Or, to paraphrase Louisiana-born political consultant James Carville: 

It’s the marketing, stupid. 

In 1986, the Georgia Legislature passed the Vidalia Onion Act, awarding legal status to onions grown in a 20-

county area. Three years later, growers petitioned the U.S. Department of Agriculture to establish Marketing 

Order No. 955. (These orders regulate standards for commodities such as dairy, tobacco, and livestock.) The 

Vidalia was named Georgia’s official state vegetable in 1990. 

What began as a hobby crop on less than an acre evolved into a protected household name and an 

industrialized agribusiness. This past spring, 60 registered growers cultivated approximately 10,000 acres, 

with an estimated yield of 220 million pounds of onions valued at $150 million. 

That’s chump change compared with corn or soybeans, but still plenty to build McMansions on man-made 

lakes, sponsor country-and-western headliners at the annual harvest festival, and draw the attention of the 

criminal underworld. 

More than onions stink when they’re rotten. 

 

 

The world is just a great big onion 

And pain and fear are the spices that make you cry 

— 

Ashford & Simpson, “The Onion Song,” 1969 

 

“These are still cracking the dirt.” 

Aries Haygood, a stocky man with a closely trimmed black beard and shaved head, bent low over a row of 

top-heavy onions in a field outside Lyons, Georgia. 

“You see there, how the dirt's kind of separated from the onion? That means that it's still growing. 

“The tops, believe it or not, have a good bit of life still in them, but it is time that these come up. We'll 

probably get in here and start digging on these today.” 
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Haygood, juggling probabilities, decides when a field is ready. So many what-ifs. Rain in the forecast. A 

tractor breaking down. The next cycle of crops overcrowding nurseries. It’s something of a race to the finish, 

after the Georgia Agriculture commissioner sets the pack date. No onion sold before that date can be called a 

“Vidalia.” He grabbed an onion by the neck, yanked it free, feathered sand off the roots with his fingers, and 

rubbed away the outer skin to examine the bulb. 

“Right now, we’re watching ’em every day, to have the size that’s marketable. This one is about optimal for 

me. If every onion looks like that, I’ll be in good shape.” 

“And appearance is really important, right?” I asked. 

“Oh my gosh. Yes, ma’am. I mean, you know, we shop with our eyes.” 

 

Aries Haygood and his wife, Megan, are the owners of A&M Farms outside Lyons, Georgia. Of the 1,800 

acres they own or lease, 450 are planted in onions. 

As the weather turned hotter at the end of April, his six-week harvest was almost over. We walked along tire 

marks where a tractor had already turned over part of the field, exposing uprooted green onions to cure in the 

sun. 
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Haygood wasn’t born to grow onions. After graduating from college, he sold insurance through the Toombs 

County branch of the Georgia Farm Bureau. His wife, Megan, on the other hand, was the daughter of an onion 

farmer. Haygood grew up in Vidalia; Megan was from the next town over. He likes to joke that she was the 

agent who brokered the deal with his father-in-law to hire him. 

Of the 1,800 acres they own or lease, 450 are planted in onions. Because the harvest season is so short, 

farmers can’t profit from one crop. Haygood also grows watermelon and corn. His father-in-law, while semi-

retired, still looks after the family’s pecans. 

“I grow multiple crops to diversify, and lower my risk, to make sure that the bank’s satisfied.” 

His first year as general manager of M&T Farms was a bumper crop. He joined the Vidalia Onion Committee, 

which administers the federal marketing order, and was soon named Grower of the Year. The farm’s onions 

are sold in Kroger, Publix, Walmart, Harris Teeter, Wegmans, Sam’s Club, and Costco. He custom packages 

onions for charity fundraisers and sells direct to mail-order customers all over the country. 

 

Haygood and a tech-savvy partner acquired the vidaliaonions.com domain name. A pretty good life, until he 

hit the bad year. Actually, a stretch of bad years. In 2017, Haygood found blood in his feces. That led to a 

Stage IIIb colon cancer diagnosis at age 34. (This advanced stage means the five-year survival rate is 50% 

unless the cancer is treated aggressively.) A year into recovery, his brother died unexpectedly. Then Haygood 

lost his father in 2020. 
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We piled into his black crew cab pickup and headed to another field. Jason Aldean crooned “You Make It 

Easy” on the radio. Gesturing with both hands, Haygood steered the wheel with his knee. Yawned deeply. His 

phone kept pinging urgent messages about tractors, seed salesmen, and the packing shed. 

“Now I reference things to my dad's passing, my brother's passing,” he said. “And it’s like, dang, that was six 

months before I found out about my cancer.”  

 

“How did you get your name?” I asked. 

He yawned again. Apologized. 

“Well, my mom is Greek. My dad was all into Greek mythology at the time. So they named me Aries and 

they named my brother Achilles.” 

“It's spelled A-r-e-s, like the god of war?” 

“Actually not. The hospital spelled it with an ‘i.’ My mom and dad didn't really pay attention until after the 

fact, and it cost money to get it changed.” 
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Haygood drove past a weathered recruitment sign for the Sons of Confederate Veterans and pulled into a field 

of sun-dried onions where workers moved down the furrows. Most wore straw hats, dusty bandanas, 

kneepads. Each carried razor-sharp pruning shears to clip off tops and roots.  

 

“This is pretty much the process,” said Haygood. “And you see how much dryer the tops are, that golden hay 

color? Kind of looks like Rapunzel's hair.” 

He walked between rows, explaining the crop cycle. “The seed comes in little-bitty packets, and we plant high 

density, 2 million seeds per acre. It looks like turf grass. We grow those plants for 60 days, and when they get 

to the size of a pinky in girth, we start pulling the plants by hand and put them in bundles, 100 plants to a 

bundle. They’re transplanted the first part of November, and usually harvest will begin about the middle part 

of April. ” 

I peered into one of the bulk container bins. Haygood told me it was filled with 20 50-pound bushels. 

“How many a day can you pull out of a field?” 
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“Around 600 to 700 white bins. We’ve got around 100 guys this time of year, they make good ground, 

probably do 25 to 30 acres in a day.” 

 

 

Georgia ranks second behind Florida for the most H-2A visa workers in the country. Farm labor contractors 

and crew bosses are the registered middlemen who recruit, hire, house, and transport migrant or seasonal 

agricultural workers. Haygood’s labor contractor advertises on the Department of Labor’s seasonal jobs 

website. 

Parked in the shade, an old Blue Bird school bus had a bilingual poster attached to its side. This listed OSHA 

job safety regulations, H-2A visa program employee rights, and the federal minimum wage. Next to it, a few 

workers paused for lunch, drinking Coke while sitting on upended field buckets. 
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Georgia ranks second behind Florida for the most H-2A visa workers in the country. Farm labor contractors 

and crew bosses are the registered middlemen who recruit, hire, house, and transport migrant or seasonal 

agricultural workers. Think of them as modern overseers. Among other expenses, they’re required to 

reimburse foreign workers for all visa-related costs in the first workweek. 
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Haygood’s labor contractor, Nahum Ornelas, advertises on the Department of Labor’s seasonal jobs website. 

The current hourly pay is $11.99 for an onion worker. The piece rate is variable and usually based on units 

harvested. In the case of onions, that’s a bucketful. For the next season, Haygood’s contractor offers a $1.30 

piece rate incentive to any who will pull and bundle the little onion sprouts. One competitor offers five cents 

less, another offers five cents more. Generation Farms, owned by a global agribusiness corporation, posted a 

piece rate for clipping onions at 40 cents per 25-pound bucket. That’s not even rock bottom. One contractor 

allegedly paid 20 cents per bucket.  
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“They’re always playing with me,” said Haygood, mimicking his field hands waving a stack of bills. “They 

look at me and go, ‘Big money. Me, big money.’ And they’re very satisfied.” 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

50 

 

An old Blue Bird school bus with a bilingual poster attached to its side lists OSHA job safety regulations, H-

2A visa program employee rights, and the federal minimum wage.  

That’s how it’s supposed to work. 

But then, starting at least seven years ago and possibly earlier, unscrupulous contractors began cutting 

corners, falsifying applications, downright cheating workers out of their wages, and worse. The Department 

of Labor’s Wages and Hours Division took notice. So did the Department of State, the FBI, the Postal 

Inspection Service, and Homeland Security Investigations. 

When I asked about Operation Blooming Onion, Haygood expressed disgust for the charges described in the 

indictment. He seemed assured that his labor contractor is honest with the crew who works his onion fields.  

“It’s like a family, a brotherhood kind of thing. We hate to see them leave. To think about someone taking 

advantage of those employees in a different setting? It hurts personally, because that's not how you treat 

people.” 

Haygood squinted in the glare as trucks loaded with onions headed to the packing shed. 
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“This thing means so much to me,” he said. “I just can’t afford for anything bad to happen.” 

Three years ago, Haygood finalized transfer of ownership. The name changed from M&T to A&M Farms. 

(The old initials referred to his father-in-law and a partner, the new ones stand for Aries and Megan.) He has 

hopes for a farm stand and worries about an upcoming food safety audit. 

He also finds time to coach his daughters’ softball team. Hunts deer. Seasons onions with soy sauce. Hit his 

five-year cancer survival rate.  

“I keep telling my wife that if anything ever happens to me, be patient and trust the employees to stick to our 

plans. We’re still building. It’s hard to see that value on paper.”  

 

Vidalia onions have a short harvest season — up to 12 weeks — and Haygood watches them closely to be 

sure they have “the size that’s marketable.” A&M Farms’ onions are sold in Kroger, Publix, Walmart, and 

Costco, among other stores, and customers can buy them online. 

We left the fields and passed through downtown Lyons, not much bigger than a whistlestop. On one side of 

the railroad tracks, Big Julio’s tienda y taqueria, where field workers can wire money and buy lottery tickets, 

ramen, piñatas, and pointy-toe cowboy boots. A bus service stops here for rides home to more than a dozen 
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cities in Mexico. On the other side, in a wood-fired pizza joint, Haygood almost immediately bumped into the 

mayor of Vidalia hobnobbing with the chairman of the onion festival and a breeding specialist from Bayer, 

which sells seed and fertilizer to most farmers here. 

After lunch, he took me to the packing shed, where onion skin drifted in the air thick as parade confetti. A 

plastic owl hung from a rafter to scare off nesting birds. Field bins were unloaded and stacked by forklift eight 

high to cure in a forced-air drying chamber. Women sorted out seconds as onions rolled down the packing 

line. Haygood walked into his controlled-atmosphere unit, where onions are preserved for extended periods. 

Cool and dark. Intense funk. 

These giant cooling rooms revolutionized produce storage, extending the shelf life and market availability of 

Vidalias for up to seven months. No more laying them on old newspapers under the crawl space or hanging 

them in pantyhose down in the cellar. 

 

Workers sort onions as they roll down the packing line at A&M Farms. Nothing goes to waste. Seconds wind 

up in other branded products such as salad dressing or relish. 
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Haygood thrives on the storytelling that unfolds when he sells onions direct to customers at the shed. Folks 

will buy a 25-pound bag and share a cherished memory that revolves around eating onions at a table with their 

family.  

 

“It's just intriguing to listen to ’em. It's so impacted them that they remembered a certain time in their life that 

they had a Vidalia onion. ‘I remember we eat ’em like an apple. We eat 'em like this, I love to eat ’em on 

that.’ I don’t sit there and say, ‘I got a certain ham at Thanksgiving,’ you know?” 

Most who stop by the shed are older, in their 50s and up. 

“As our state becomes a melting pot, we just gotta make sure that the tradition doesn't get washed away or 

overlooked,” he said. “And I don't want it to affect us and us become only another onion.” 
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Onion rings in the car cushions do not improve with age. 

— 

Erma Bombeck 

 

The Blue Angels screamed overhead. Flying low in tight formation, the Boeing F/A-18 Super Hornets 

nearly kissed the town water tower. In pilot parlance, it’s called a Diamond 360 maneuver. A real crowd 

pleaser.  

 

Attendees of the annual Vidalia Onion Festival lay on the ground, sat in folding lawn chairs, cheered from 

pickup flatbeds, waved flags. The United States Navy Flight Demonstration Squadron does not perform just 

anywhere. Vidalia, population 10,847, was having its moment. 
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Concessionaires fried blooming onions in fairgrounds shaded by loblolly pine. A lever-action cutter flays the 

bulbs, which are dredged in batter, and then dunked in hot oil to puff up like a flower. The Lions Club sold 

raw onions under an awning. A plushie onion mascot named Yumion worked the crowd. Onions were 

featured on T-shirts and tea towels, on cookies at the local doughnut shop, even on the city’s police 

department cruisers. Farmers peddled their onion side hustle — relish, salad dressing, hot sauce, salsa, 

pickles, and cookbooks — at roadside stands. In the recipe contest at the community center, ladies entered 

pan-fried onion dip, onion pepper jelly dip, “crack chicken” dip, sweet potato tarts with caramelized onions, 

onion chicken spaghetti, baked Brie with raspberry onion sauce. The grandmother of Miss Teen Vidalia 

Onion won the $500 grand prize for her cabbage onion casserole.  

 

The Vidalia Onion Museum had the smallest registered onion field at its front door, but the “Living Exhibit” 

is closer in size to a flowerpot than a field. If I was going to solve the mystery of onions and pantyhose, this 

was the most likely place. The attendant waved me into a room of memorabilia. Photographs of early 

growers, including Moses Coleman. Celebrity endorsements, newspaper clippings, old Piggly Wiggly weekly 

sales flyers, Miss Vidalia beauty pageant programs. An account of the 1985 onion war, when bootleggers sold 

out-of-state produce in Vidalia bags. 

On the way out, I stopped at the counter. 

“Have you ever heard about storing onions in stockings?” I asked. 
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The attendant shook her head no. 

Some come to Vidalia for the Blue Angels. Others for the outdoor concert. And there are those who compete 

in the World Famous Onion Eating Contest. Aries Haygood’s brother Achilles won when he was 10 years old.  

 

Don’t believe anyone who says this is like eating an apple. 

New Yorker Adam Zhang came down from Atlanta for the weekend. He brought a big cheering section. 

“One more! One more!” 

“Chew it, baby! Eat it!” 

 “Woooo!” 

“Oh, he’s going through ’em. Swallow it whole!” 

“Oh my god. I think that one was painful.” 
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At the annual Vidalia Onion Festival, both children and adults can participate in the World Famous Onion 

Eating Contest, meet the Miss Vidalia Onion princesses, and sample blooming onions at concession stands. 

Zhang smacked onions on his hip to soften them. His rival on the stage, Jonathan Flowers, bent low over the 

table, cramming each onion in his cheek. Flowers’ training, he confessed afterward, involved a big breakfast 

and a Coke Zero. This was the second year they’d faced off. Both managed to gnaw down seven onions and 

split the prize money. 

The little kids broke me. 

An unwilling contestant in the children’s competition wore a yellow gingham dress and bawled for her 

mother. Two boys with superhero face paint masks. Tiny Miss Vidalia Onion, whose green sparkle slippers 

matched her beauty pageant sash.  
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Most were barely tall enough for their chins to clear the table. Lions Club volunteers placed two small peeled 

onions in front of each. At the signal, Captain America munched valiantly. Onion juice ran down Batman’s 

chin. Another child put his elbows on the table and held his head with a look of utter woe. The gingham girl, 

still wretched, turned away and clutched a judge. The onion princess wiped away tears with the back of her 

hand, spit chunks onto a paper towel.  

The crowd roared louder. 

“That’s good stuff.” 

“Chew it up.” 

The father of Captain America grabbed him and rushed to the back of the stage so he could hurl. 

The winner ate three. 
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 As I am dying 

Please place a small earth streaked 

Onion 

In my hand. 

— 

Alice Walker, “As I am Dying,” 2022 

 

Alma Young knocked on the door of a single-wide and took three giant steps backward. She wore black 

combat boots and a lumberjack plaid top, with a United Farm Workers button pinned to her lapel. She carried 

a batch of bilingual pamphlets to distribute.  
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Most residents had left this trailer park at dawn, riding crew buses to the fields surrounding Tifton, Georgia, 

where the harvest had shifted to melons on a weekend in late July. A few remained at home, so she gave 

occupants the chance to peek outside before answering her greeting in Spanish. Set back from the road, the 

community is one of her regular stops. Young knocks on doors throughout the state, sharing information on 

the UFW’s services and benefits: food assistance, COVID-19 vaccinations, face masks. Immigration and legal 

advice. Her official title with the union’s foundation is Systemic Change Organizing Coordinator, but she 

serves as someone who knows firsthand what it’s like to live in a broken-down modular with a leaky roof and 

a fuzzy Buc-ee’s beaver logo blanket shading the cracked windows.  

 

Young was born in Matamoros, directly across the Mexican border from Brownsville, Texas. When she was 

11, her parents migrated before “things got really bad” in a city plagued since the 1930s by vicious crime 

factions — especially Cartel del Golfo — whose sources of revenue include drugs, prostitution, kidnapping, 

extortion, gun running, and human trafficking. 

Her family wound up picking onions in Lyons, Georgia, where Young lived in her first trailer. 

“Ours was tiny. We had separate beds, but there was never any privacy. We lived on the farm, so we didn't 

have to pay any rent. We also didn't pay for electricity or water.” 

She wore hand-me-downs from her older brothers. 
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Alma Young serves as an outreach coordinator for farmworkers throughout Georgia. When she was young, 

she and her family worked on an onion farm in Lyons, Georgia, and she brings her own firsthand experience 

to her work. 

On this day, the rising humidity kicked off an early chorus of cicadas. A rooster crowed and dogs barked 

behind fences as we walked around the trailer park. Rosebushes, flowering hibiscus, orange and peach trees 

surrounded some houses. Lawn mowers, bicycles, charcoal grills, a trampoline littered front yards. Discarded 

bug spray cans on the ground, a shrine to the Florida Gators, angel garden ornaments. At one place, a 

toddler’s jungle gym and tree house sat in a neat patch of cut grass. 

“There's a woman living in that house,” said Young. “You know what I mean? It looks well-kept.” 

Young says United Farm Workers started collecting donations of furniture when families described what was 

happening inside their homes. 

“Beds, chairs, couches — they get ruined when it rains because there are holes in the roofs and none of this is 

getting fixed by the landlord.” 
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According to Young, the standard monthly rent for a trailer is about $350, no matter how infested or 

tumbledown. Sometimes, the landlord is a former field hand who has moved up the economic ladder, shifting 

from picking crops to better-paying jobs in nurseries, construction, or regional factories, like the custom 

trailer manufacturer in Ocilla. And some owners are labor contractors. 

Back in 1984, the Georgia Department of Labor levied fines against several leading onion growers for 

housing infractions after discovering migrants living in converted chicken coops at labor camps in Tattnall 

and Toombs counties. David Okech, director of the Center on Human Trafficking Research & Outreach at the 

University of Georgia, calls these “hidden populations.” 

In the spring of 2021, a dozen workers were allegedly discovered in a work camp surrounded by an electric 

fence. The recent indictment says two escaped, hid in the woods, and were rescued by federal agents. 

We walked past a mature agave, not commonly grown in this part of the country, and Young explained that 

it's planted as a welcome sign to indicate other migrants live there. Certainly friendlier than the homemade 

billboards in a field across the road, splashed with slogans in red paint: “Harris is a Hoe.” “Biden Sez I Did 

It.” 
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United Farm Workers Foundation established a presence in southeast Georgia in February 2021. Formed 

originally as a union in 1962 — most notably by Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta — the UFW protected the 

rights of agricultural workers, advocated for better wages, and protested inhumane conditions in the fields. It 

now also focuses on immigration reform, pesticide protections, and emergency aid programs. 

Before she joined the regional office in 2020, Young finished her master’s degree in education and worked as 

an administrator at Valdosta State University. She’s come a long way from the onion fields of Lyons. 

“At the time, the farmer only brought in H-2A workers to pick the onions, because that was the hardest work. 

We ‘locals’ worked the little scallions, and as they got bigger, we would trim them. Once the season picked 

up, we would go into the packing shed and put the onions in bags.” 

Bland Farms, one of the largest onion operations in the state, listed extremely specific and special job 

requirements when advertising for 429 harvesters this past season: 

Workers will be expected to harvest, clip, bag, and/or load produce. … At no time will onions be dropped 

from a height greater than 8 inches into buckets, or at any time during handling. … Workers should place the 

onions in the bucket carefully and with caution to avoid bruising or fingernail cuts. 

Young was 16 when she first worked the fields. 

“And the last time?” 

“I was 20,” Young said. “The reason why I left is because I was a victim of sexual assault, and I was afraid to 

go back.” 

Rape happens with appalling frequency in the fields and packing sheds. According to Human Rights Watch, 

female migrant farmworkers are particularly vulnerable to workplace violence and harassment because of the 

severe imbalance of power and victims’ fear of being deported or losing their jobs. Perpetrators are rarely 

punished. 

In southeast Georgia, one woman was allegedly kidnapped by her crew boss, held against her will, and 

repeatedly assaulted between September 14, 2018, and November 4, 2019. According to the Blooming Onion 

indictment, her captor also allegedly attempted to murder her. 
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Young shares information on the UFW’s services and benefits: food assistance, COVID-19 vaccinations, face 

masks.  

While Young’s job involves recruiting members and handing out household goods, her personal activism has 

extended to protests on behalf of women at the Irwin County Detention Center. A nurse at the for-profit 

prison reported that female ICE detainees were sterilized without consent. A class-action lawsuit against the 

doctor who performed the surgeries alleges other medical malpractice that the women claim were forms of 

sexual assault. (The jail lost its government contract and ICE detainees were transferred elsewhere.) 

She always looks over her shoulder while in the field.  

“I haven’t had this experience yet, but some of my colleagues who work with immigrant communities at the 

big chicken packaging plants in the Atlanta area? They tell me that they’ve received death threats. There’s a 

lot more at stake, as opposed to little tiny contractor, little tiny farm.” 

Sometimes, however, outreach is simply for fun. 
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“We do anything to connect with the children,” she said, wiping her glasses. “One day, a church in Moultrie 

wanted to bring the attention to them by celebrating Día del Niño. It’s a big thing in California, but not so 

much here in Georgia. So we did face painting for three hours straight.” 

The 39-year-old likes street punk and orzo with salmon.  

Young dodged a large mud puddle in the unpaved lot. Noted a broken power meter outside an unoccupied 

trailer. Laughed at a sign over a boarded-up door: “Dolphins are so intelligent that within weeks of captivity, 

they can train people to stand at the edge of the pool and throw fish at them.” 

The dolphin is one of Cartel del Golfo’s insignias. 

 

 

When an orange tastes like an onion, the knife takes the blame. But it is the one who handed us the knife that 

should be questioned. 

— 

Paul Bamikole 

 

The whistleblower ordered carne asada for lunch. He waxed nostalgic about his mother’s caldo de 

mariscos. On the day we met in late July, two translators joined our conversation. He agreed to talk on 

condition of anonymity, as dangerous people wanted to know his identity. 

He left Mexico almost two years ago and hasn’t held his youngest child since. Missed his daughter’s 

quinceñera and his oldest son’s graduation ceremony. Didn’t get to kiss his mother goodbye before she died. 

One of nine children, everything pinched growing up. Tight clothes, tight shoes. Carried a plastic bag from 

the supermarket instead of a backpack to school. Left at the age of 12 to work construction with his father. At 

35, he started the paperwork for an H-2A visa, and that first harvest season in 2020 was successful enough for 

him to want to come back again, but the second time, in 2021, he signed up with the wrong labor contractor 

and everything changed. 

After our meal, we moved to a church, where the pastor gave us air-conditioned sanctuary. Waiting for the 

building to be unlocked, we traded song lists. He listened to a lot of norteño and cumbia. 
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“Do you like Vicente Fernández?” I asked. The beloved ranchera singer died in 2021 and a world of fans 

mourned. 

He nodded. “El Rey.” 

We settled at a table in the church hall kitchen. The pastor offered us bottles of water. 

“So what happened this last season that was different?” I asked. 

The first time, the whistleblower explained, he covered the cost of a passport, and the fee for his H-2A visa 

was reimbursed when he arrived in the United States. The second time, a new contractor demanded money. A 

lot of money. 

“At the time they contacted me, it was 38,000 pesos.”  

That should have been the first red flag. 

On top of that, he said, he had to cover his own food, accommodation, and transportation without 

reimbursement. Another 6,000 pesos. All this violates H-2A regulations governing employer contractual 

obligations. He’d spent about $2,200 before he even stepped foot in a field. Nearly a year of minimum wage 

earnings — at $8.57 a day — in Mexico.  

“I had to borrow to make that happen. There’s a department store [in Mexico] with a BanCoppel branch 

where I could get a loan.” 

“Did you know what crops you would be working?” 

“Not until I got to Monterrey.” 

The city of Monterrey in Mexico is a hub for processing seasonal workers headed to the States. Thousands a 

day apply for their visas at the American consulate and await transport north. He learned southeast Georgia 

would be his base. 

“How was the housing?” I asked. 

“It was a single-wide, four rooms, falling apart, holes everywhere. The room that I was in was OK, but the 

other rooms were infested with bedbugs. Ten people. They couldn't even sleep at night. If you got up to go to 

the bathroom, and turned on the light, there were cockroaches everywhere in the kitchen. Millions.” 

A typical day started at 6 a.m. The crew would prepare their lunch, then board a bus to the field. They’d work 

until midmorning, take a break, and then continue again for another 11 or 12 hours, sometimes in heat so 

brutal someone would collapse from exhaustion. Monday through Sunday. A half day off. The whistleblower 

explained that he got paid partly in cash, partly by check. His contract was for an hourly rate, but it kept 
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changing, between $9 and $11.81. His piece rate was also arbitrary. Depending on the crop, the most he made 

was $138 a day. 

“When you're working for a ‘bucket per’ contract, then you have to move even faster because in order to 

make $35, you gotta have 100 buckets. So everybody's running at that point, everybody's running.” 

When the crew needed water, sought shelter in a downpour, or questioned paychecks, the contractor’s 

employees turned abusive, he said, threatening to send them back to Mexico. To withhold pay. 

“I have a contract,” he told them. “I have rights and I know what they are.” 

And he discovered too late that the contractor added an open-ended clause in the contract — essentially the 

word “et cetera” — that meant he could be forced to pick any crop. He worked melons, peppers, tobacco, 

blueberries — and was taken to another state without his consent to pick baby cucumbers. 

That’s trafficking, as defined by the Department of Justice. 

“Onions?” I asked. 

“No onions.” 

It doesn’t matter. 

The whistleblower is a witness for Operation Blooming Onion. According to the Southern Poverty Law 

Center, the contractor who allegedly extorted money from him is a known associate of a transnational 

criminal organization that the Department of Justice says is led by a 70-year-old matriarch from Nichols, 

Georgia, named Maria Leticia Patricio. 
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Last fall, as Vidalia onion farmers tucked their seedlings into winter beds, the United States Attorney’s Office 

for the Southern District of Georgia unsealed a 54-count indictment in USA v. Patricio et al detailing felony 

charges for two dozen conspirators accused of mail fraud, international forced labor trafficking, money 

laundering, and witness tampering. 

The exploitation of farmworkers and fraudulent misuse of the H-2A visa program were core to the charges. 

The indictment stated that over the past seven or more years the Patricio organization mailed false petitions 

seeking employment for over 71,000 foreign laborers and illegally profited over $200 million from the 

scheme. 

The allegations are cruel. The victims are referred to by number: 

#12 was kidnapped and raped. 

#65 died of heat stroke while working in the fields. 

#66 died cleaning a labor camp without air conditioning. 

#42 through #50 were forced to live with a worker contagious with measles in a cramped, single-room trailer. 

https://www.justice.gov/usao-sdga/press-release/file/1450546/download
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#15, #16, #17, #20, #21, #22, #23, #24, #25, #26, #27 and #63 were detained in a work camp surrounded by 

an electric fence. 

#52, #53, and #54 were unlawfully charged fees, their documents confiscated, and forced to dig onions with 

their bare hands while threatened at gunpoint. 

And about 30 workers were sold to a conspirator in Indiana for $21,481. 

Kersha Cartwright, Director of Communications for the Georgia Department of Labor, confirmed that one of 

the indicted individuals formerly worked for the agency, and a second employee, Patricio’s brother Jorge 

Gomez, recently retired from the same department. He was a state monitor advocate. Both were directly 

responsible for farmworker housing inspections. With regard to the allegation that Georgia labor officials 

were bribed by a criminal organization, Cartwright said the department has not been contacted by federal, 

state, or local authorities. 

 

The whistleblower tried to move away, get a better job in a bigger city. Because he lacked a driver’s license 

and his H-2A visa had expired, he ended up back in the same southeast Georgia farming community as those 

he said abused him in the first place. 
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“When did it get so bad?” I asked. “The housing, the work, the treatment of the contractor. When did it get so 

bad that you had to say something about it?” 

“It was mostly the contractor. We’re resilient to a fault, because of the living conditions in Mexico,” he said. 

“I know I was being cheated, but what kept pushing me to keep going was the debt. Just having that hanging 

over my head.” 

Debt bondage is considered a contemporary form of slavery by the United Nations Human Rights Council. 

“Are you still in debt?” I asked. 

He explained that once he started working with a different contractor, he paid off the bank in two weeks. And 

now he’s waiting approval for a T visa, available to noncitizens assisting law enforcement in investigation or 

prosecution of human trafficking. (He has been granted Continued Presence and now has a work permit.) 

“Do you ever bump into your former employers?” I asked. “Like in the supermarket? And are you worried 

that they might know that you're cooperating with Homeland Security Investigations?” 

“No. I hope that because I’m here, others will speak up. Because what I’m saying is the truth, I don’t feel like 

I have a reason to hide. But OK, sometimes we do watch when we go places, just to make sure.” 

At the end of the day, we trudged through a muddy field, emptied of melons he had picked the week before. A 

pack of coyotes howled joyfully at a fresh kill beyond the tree line. As thunderheads piled on the horizon, the 

light on grain silos turned silver. 

If the whistleblower receives a T visa, he hopes his family will join him, although his wife isn’t thrilled with 

the idea. He talked solemnly about his role as head of the household. He would like to give his children 

chances he never had, to leave them a legacy that would never be possible if he’d stayed home. 

Aries Haygood, echoed. 

These are his exact words in Spanish about the generational wealth called patrimonio: 

“Hacer padre de familia,” he said. “Prac-tiamente no, este, nunca pude nada, nunca un patrimonio para mi 

familia.” 

 

 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures/sr-slavery
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Shrek: Ogres are like onions. 

Donkey: They stink? 

Shrek: Yes. No! 

Donkey: Oh, they make you cry. 

Shrek: No! 

Donkey: Oh, you leave ’em out in the sun, they get all brown, start sproutin’ little white hairs …  

Shrek: [peels an onion] No! Layers. Onions have layers. Ogres have layers. You get it? We both have layers. 

Donkey: Oh, you both have layers. You know, not everybody like onions. 

— 

“Shrek,” 2001 

 

 

Wish I could quiz my father about where he learned to use nylons to store his onions. No one I asked 

knew, although some elderly ladies also recalled the practice. When I bought newly harvested onions at a 

roadside stand in Vidalia to take home, it did occur that the banded nylon mesh bag bore a striking 

resemblance to the fishnet stockings I wore as a teenager. 

Kitchen folklore often gets handed down, not written down. Dad liked a raw onion now and then. I don’t 

remember him eating them whole, but my brother does. Nostalgia too often keeps company with faulty 
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memory. While Mom and Dad avoided fully reckoning with the past in their lifetime, I do not have the same 

luxury, especially after a growing curiosity about my ancestry collided with digitized historical records and 

databases. 

Some of my ancestors enslaved others. 

Acknowledging the past is the first step, but there’s more work to do. The broad rationalization that we should 

not be held accountable for the dark deeds of generations past does not take into consideration how closely so 

many descendants continue to live with that traumatic history.  

For me, it’s honestly easier to acknowledge my family’s particular legacy now, since my parents are both long 

gone and their silence isn’t just the awkward kind over the rice and gravy at reunions. 

Everyone in southeast Georgia also seems tight-lipped. Farmers, contractors, seed salesmen, agricultural 

extension agents, even laborers. They bump into each other too often. At church. Restaurants and grocery 

stores and packing sheds. Barbecues and ballgames. Harvest festivals. Onion workers are afraid, Ulyssa 

Muñoz, South Georgia Lead Navigator with the Latino Community Fund, told me, and say they have been 

told to keep silent if they want to keep their jobs. 

Several Operation Blooming Onion whistleblowers were represented by Victoria Mesa-Estrada, formerly the 

senior staff attorney on the Immigrant Justice Project at Southern Poverty Law Center, including the man who 

shared his story and norteño tunes with me. She is disappointed that the federal investigation has not indicted 

more farmers. (Mesa-Estrada transitioned to private practice in August, but SPLC is continuing its 

representation of the whistleblowers.) 

The term she used repeatedly when we talked about the case is “willful ignorance.” 

“Many farmers practice this,” she told me. “‘If I don’t see it, I don’t care.’ They hire labor contractors, 

indirectly knowing it’s shady. That’s the sad part. A lot of farmers know, but they ignore the situation and 

wash their hands.” 

Only one southeast Georgia farmer is named as a defendant in the current indictment. Charles Michael King 

runs Kings Berry Farm and is a registered agent of a packing shed owned by another defendant. Among the 

counts of worker exploitation, he is cited as aiding and abetting a conspirator who allegedly kidnapped and 

attempted to kill one victim. A job description for his farm on the Department of Labor’s seasonal job website 

mentions harvesting berries, grapes, and onions. 

“When they do direct hiring, when the housing is good, when there’s a compliance officer, a bilingual person 

in the office, things work well,” Mesa-Estrada said. “It’s an economic decision to their business, but they 

know when they’re not directly involved, things go bad.” 
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Sometimes, as Aries Haygood feared, you can do everything right, and things go bad anyway. In June, he had 

to recall onions potentially tainted with Listeria monocytogenes after the bacteria was detected on his pack 

line. 

Maria Leticia Patricio is still listed as the registered agent of multiple active harvest companies. And she 

remains on Spanish-language contractor websites, which continue to recruit new workers from Mexico and 

beyond. 

A representative with the Department of Justice confirmed Operation Blooming Onion is ongoing and 

widening in scope. 

Could the onion fields of southeast Georgia be the place of reckoning for the silences of today? I worry that it 

won’t. While slavery has been abolished, it hasn’t ended. Some people still treat human beings as property. 

Too many still profit from it. Southerners, especially, have no excuses for allowing this evil to persist. When 

Edward R. Murrow interviewed farmers for his “Harvest of Shame” documentary on migrant workers, one 

told the CBS reporter, “We used to own our slaves. Now we just rent them.” In the same documentary, a 

minister said, “Someone else makes thousands of dollars out of his sweat. Is that a slave or not?” That was in 

1960. And also now. 
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 All for an onion that doesn’t make you cry. 

 

Shane Mitchell has received three James Beard Foundation awards for stories about problematic crops and 

food insecurity. “Blood Sweat & Tears” is the eighth installment in her Crop Cycle series for The Bitter 

Southerner. She still hates grits. 

Audra Melton is a commercial and editorial photographer based in Atlanta. Her work features a 

combination of storytelling and portraiture, often with a focus on social issues. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/blood-sweat-tears-vidalia-onions-shane-mitchell  

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/blood-sweat-tears-vidalia-onions-shane-mitchell
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How to Cherish Your Human Condition: The Poetic Naturalist Loren Eiseley on the Meaning of Life 

“The truth is that we are all potential fossils still carrying within our bodies the crudities of former existences, 

the marks of a world in which living creatures flow with little more consistency than clouds from age to age.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

It can pivot a hard day to remember that we are “atoms with consciousness… matter with curiosity.” But for 

all of its innumerable glories, consciousness comes with a price that can be difficult to bear — consciousness, 

with its immense capacity for love, and for loneliness. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/22/richard-feynman-yo-yo-ma/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394701577/braipick-20
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We must bear it all, as we watch our humanity and its crowning cognitive achievement dishonored by 

superstition and senseless violence and cruelties of which no other animal is capable, finding it more and 

more difficult to take pride in our evolutionary inheritance. 

On those days when the costs of consciousness mount to heavy the heart, when I long to fall in love again 

with being human, I return to some calibrating passages by the poetic anthropologist and naturalist Loren 

Eiseley (September 3, 1907–July 9, 1977) from his altogether transcendent 1957 book The Immense 

Journey (public library) — his record of “the prowlings of one mind which has sought to explore, to 

understand, and to enjoy the miracles of this world, both in and out of science.” 

Geological strata from Geographical Portfolio by Levi Walter Yaggy, 1887. (Available as a print, benefitting 

The Nature Conservancy.) 

Descending into an enormous slit in Earth’s crust — “a perfect cross section through perhaps ten million 

years of time” — in search of fossils, Eiseley describes the skull he discovers entombed in stone several 

million years down this chute of time: 

It was not, of course, human. I was deep, deep below the time of man* in a remote age near the beginning of 

the reign of mammals. I squatted on my heels in the narrow ravine, and we stared a little blankly at each 

other, the skull and I. There were marks of generalized primitiveness in that low, pinched brain case and 

https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/loren-eiseley/
https://www.themarginalian.org/tag/loren-eiseley/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394701577/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394701577/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/7738146
https://society6.com/product/chart-from-geographical-portfolio-by-levi-walter-yaggy-1887_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/10/17/ursula-k-le-guin-gender/
https://society6.com/product/chart-from-geographical-portfolio-by-levi-walter-yaggy-1887_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
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grinning jaw that marked it as lying far back along those converging roads where… cat and man and weasel 

must leap into a single shape. 

Eiseley meets the bygone creature with a jolt of perspective: 

The skull lay tilted in such a manner that it stared, sightless, up at me as though I, too, were already caught a 

few feet above him in the strata and, in my turn, were staring upward at that strip of sky which the ages were 

carrying farther away from me beneath the tumbling debris of falling mountains. The creature had never lived 

to see a man, and I, what was it I was never going to see? … I thought, as I patiently began the task of 

chiseling into the stone around the skull, I would never again excavate a fossil under conditions which led to 

so vivid an impression that I was already one myself. The truth is that we are all potential fossils still carrying 

within our bodies the crudities of former existences, the marks of a world in which living creatures flow with 

little more consistency than clouds from age to age. 

With an eye to the heedful opposable thumbs excavating the skull, he adds: 

It is not a bad symbol of that long wandering, I thought again — the human hand that has been fin and scaly 

reptile foot and furry paw. 

Loren Eiseley (Photograph: Bernie Cleff) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394701577/braipick-20
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Art by Sophie Blackall from Things to Look Forward to 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/12/sophie-blackall-things-to-look-forward-to/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/12/sophie-blackall-things-to-look-forward-to/
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To remember this, just like remembering that we only exist because of flowers, is to allow an awareness that 

reaches beyond cerebral knowledge and into some deep creaturely gladness that, in an instant, makes you feel 

connected to everything else alive, grateful to be part of this immense living symphony of time and chance. 

Out of this awareness Eiseley wrests the supreme reward of consciousness — its irrepressible impulse to 

make meaning out of indifferent fact. In consonance with Alan Watts’s assertion that “if the universe is 

meaningless, so is the statement that it is so [for] the meaning and purpose of dancing is the dance,” he writes: 

Perhaps there is no meaning in it at all, the thought went on inside me, save that of journey itself, so far as 

men can see. It has altered with the chances of life, and the chances brought us here; but it was a good journey 

— long, perhaps — but a good journey under a pleasant sun. Do not look for the purpose. Think of the way 

we came and be a little proud. Think of this hand — the utter pain of its first venture on the pebbly shore. 

In a passage nothing less than countercultural today, when we live entombed in the news cycle of a perpetual 

present, he adds: 

Perhaps the Slit, with its exposed bones and its far-off vanishing sky, has come to stand symbolically in my 

mind for a dimension denied to man, the dimension of time. Like the wistaria on the garden wall he is rooted 

in his particular century. Out of it — forward or backward — he cannot run. As he stands on his 

circumscribed pinpoint of time, his sight for the past is growing longer, and even the shadowy outlines of the 

galactic future are growing clearer, though his own fate he cannot yet see. Along the dimension of time, man, 

like the rooted vine in space, may never pass in person. Considering the innumerable devices by which the 

mindless root has evaded the limitations of its own stability, however, it may well be that man himself is 

slowly achieving powers over a new dimension — a dimension capable of presenting him with a wisdom he 

has barely begun to discern. Through how many dimensions and how many media will life have to pass? 

Down how many roads among the stars must man propel himself in search of the final secret? The journey is 

difficult, immense, at times impossible, yet that will not deter some of us from attempting it… We have 

joined the caravan, you might say, at a certain point; we will travel as far as we can, but we cannot in one 

lifetime see all that we would like to see or learn all that we hunger to know. 

Complement this fragment of the endlessly perspectival The Immense Journey with Eiseley on the muskrat 

as a lens on the meaning of life, then revisit his equally poetic and kindred-minded contemporary Lewis 

Thomas on how to live with our human fragility. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/18/loren-eiseley-the-

slit/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662   

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/02/04/universe-in-verse-bloom/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/11/01/alan-watts-wisdom-of-insecurity-3/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/11/01/alan-watts-wisdom-of-insecurity-3/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0394701577/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/06/22/loren-eiseley-muskrat/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/02/the-fragile-species-lewis-thomas/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/18/loren-eiseley-the-slit/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/18/loren-eiseley-the-slit/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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W. E. B. Du Bois’ Hand-Drawn Infographics of African-American Life (1900) 

 

William Edward Burghardt "W. E. B." Du Bois — sociologist, historian, activist, Pan-Africanist, and prolific 

author — had also, it turns out, a mighty fine eye for graphic design. Born in Great Barrington, Massachusetts 

in 1868, Du Bois studied at Fisk University, Humboldt University in Berlin, and Harvard (where he was the 

first African American to earn a doctorate), and in 1897 he became a professor of history, sociology and 

economics at Atlanta University. Two years later he published his first major academic work The 

Philadelphia Negro (1899), a detailed and comprehensive sociological study of the African-American people 

of Philadelphia, based on his earlier field work. The following year, along with collaborators Thomas J. 

Calloway and Daniel Murray, Du Bois travelled to Europe, firstly to the First Pan-African Conference held in 

London, and then to the Paris Exposition to present a groundbreaking exhibition on the state of African-

American life — "The Exhibit of American Negroes" — which, according to Du Bois, attempted to show "(a) 

The history of the American Negro. (b) His present condition. (c) His education. (d) His literature." 
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In addition to an extensive collection of photographs, four volumes containing 400 official patents by African 

Americans, more than 200 books penned by African-American authors, various maps, and a statuette of 

Frederick Douglass, the exhibition featured a total of fifty-eight stunning hand-drawn charts (a selection of 

which we present below). Created by Du Bois and his students at Atlanta, the charts, many of which focus on 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/anedub/background.html?loclr=blogpic


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

82 

economic life in Georgia, managed to condense an enormous amount of data into a set of aesthetically daring 

and easily digestible visualisations. As Alison Meier notes in Hyperallergic, "they’re strikingly vibrant and 

modern, almost anticipating the crossing lines of Piet Mondrian or the intersecting shapes of Wassily 

Kandinsky". 

While the exhibition was pretty much ignored by the mainstream US press, it can be seen as very much a 

milestone in the fight for equal rights. Although separate from the main United States national building of the 

Paris Exposition, "The Exhibit of American Negroes" occupied one fourth of the total exhibition space 

allocated to the US in the multinational Palace of Social Economy and Congresses, and an estimated 50 

million people passed through during the 7 months it was up. Back home Black periodicals like The Colored 

American wrote extensively about the project, and no doubt galvanised a new generation of activists. Du Bois 

himself would go on to rise to national prominence as leader of the Niagara Movement, a group of African-

American activists campaigning for equal rights, and as co-founder of the National Association for the 

Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909. 

Text by Adam Green 

http://hyperallergic.com/306559/w-e-b-du-boiss-modernist-data-visualizations-of-black-life/
https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/adam-green
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https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/w-e-b-du-bois-hand-drawn-infographics-of-african-american-life-

1900   

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/w-e-b-du-bois-hand-drawn-infographics-of-african-american-life-1900
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/w-e-b-du-bois-hand-drawn-infographics-of-african-american-life-1900
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We Are Made of Music, We Are Made of Time: Violinist Natalie Hodges on the Poetic Science of Sound 

and Feeling 

“Time renders most individual moments meaningless… but it is only through the passage of time that life 

acquires its meaning. And that meaning itself is constantly in flux.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

In her 1942 book Philosophy in a New Key, the trailblazing philosopher Susanne Langer defined music as “a 

laboratory for feeling and time.” But perhaps it is the opposite, too — music may be the most beautiful 

experiment conducted in the laboratory of time. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/24/susanne-langer-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/24/susanne-langer-music/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658974/braipick-20
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In “the wordless beginning,” spacetime itself was crumpled and compacted into that spitball of everythingness 

we call the singularity. Even if sound could exist then — it did not, of course, because sound is made of 

matter — it would have existed all at once. Infinite numbers of every possible note would have been ringing 

at the same time — the antithesis of music. It is only because this single point of totality was stretched into a 

line that time was born and, suddenly, there was continuity. Suddenly, one moment became distinguishable 

from another — the strange gift of entropy, which makes it possible to have melody and rhythm, chords and 

harmonies. 

Music — with all the mysterious power by which it “enters one’s ears and dives straight into one’s soul, one’s 

emotional center” — is made not of notes of sound but of atoms of time. And if music is made of time, and if 

time is the substance we ourselves are made of, then in some profound sense, we are made of music. 

Composition 8 by Wassily Kandinsky, 1920s, inspired by the artist’s experience of listening to a Wagner 

symphony. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/04/singularity-marissa-davis-toshi-reagon/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/23/singularity-marie-howe-animated/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/30/ronald-johnson-ark-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/30/ronald-johnson-ark-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/05/25/beginning-of-time/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/07/the-more-loving-one-auden-universe-in-verse/
https://discover.ticketmaster.com.au/music/joan-as-police-woman-interview-15834
https://discover.ticketmaster.com.au/music/joan-as-police-woman-interview-15834
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://society6.com/product/composition-8-by-wassily-kandinsky-1920s_print?sku=s6-21832152p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/composition-8-by-wassily-kandinsky-1920s_print?sku=s6-21832152p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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Art by Arthur Rackham from a rare 1926 edition of The Tempest. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/arthur-rackham-tempest/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298616_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298616_print?curator=brainpicker
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That — the physics and neuroscience of it, the poetry and unremitting wonder of it — is what the science-

enchanted classical violinist Natalie Hodges explores in Uncommon Measure: A Journey Through Music, 

Performance, and the Science of Time (public library). She writes: 

Music sculpts time. Indeed, it is a structuring of time, as a layered arrangement of audible temporal events. 

Rhythm is at the heart of that arrangement, on every scale: the cycling and patterning of repeated sound or 

movement and the “measured flow” that that repetition creates. The most fundamental rhythm is the beat 

itself, the pulse that occurs at regular intervals and thus dictates the tempo, keeps musical time. In music, a 

beat is no fixed thing — it can quicken into smaller intervals (accelerando) and stretch out into longer ones 

(decelerando), depending on the character of a given musical moment and the feeling or fancy of the 

performer — but it does remain periodic, predictable, inexorable. Even at the level of pitch, which is really 

the speed of a given sound wave’s oscillation, we are really hearing the rhythmic demarcation of time, a tiny 

heart whirring at a beat of x cycles per second. 

Yet in every piece of music there are also higher temporal structures at play. Repetition begets pattern, and 

pattern engenders form, at every scale; thus musical form itself constitutes a macro-rhythm, a pattern of 

alternations that move the listener through time. 

Our minds structure time through the detection of patterns and the predictive anticipation of recurring 

elements. But although this cognitive function unfolds unconsciously, it is not mechanistic, not robotic, but a 

vital pulse-beat of our humanity, vibrating with the neural harmonics of emotion, suffused with feeling — for 

all anticipation is a form of hope and all hope can be shattered or redeemed, taking our hearts along with it. 

Ever since Pythagoras revolutionized the mathematical structure of music by composing the world’s first 

algorithm, musicians have been deliberately breaking the buildup of patterns or triumphantly completing them 

in order to orchestrate an emotional response — the sorrow of unmet hope, the elated relief of its redemption. 

With an eye to the basic chord progression, rooted in a tonic, and the satisfying resolution of a rondo, 

revolving around a circular theme, Hodges writes: 

Such patterns, formal and harmonic, relate their components to one another in time. The ear can sense the 

harmonies to come based on the relative intensities of those that came before, or when thematic material will 

return by the buildup of a cadence at the end of a development section or variation. It is through this higher 

sense of rhythm, then, that a simple phrase or a complex form becomes a temporal object: time molded in 

order to manipulate emotion, putting you through the changes of the present only to bring you back to the 

past, locating you in a moment that is simultaneously familiar and wholly new. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658974/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658974/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/uncommon-measure-a-journey-through-music-performance-and-the-science-of-time/oclc/1238130302&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/04/general-theory-of-love-music-emotion/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/02/pythagoras-sappho-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/02/pythagoras-sappho-music/
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One of William Blake’s paintings for The Book of Job, 1806. (Available as a print.) 

In my native Bulgaria, the tonal tradition rests upon a pattern dramatically different from that of Western 

music and its twelve-tone scale. (This is why a Bulgarian folk song was encoded among the handful of sounds 

representing Earth on the Golden Record that sailed aboard the Voyager in humanity’s most poetic reach for 

making contact with the cosmos.) But while these underlying structures differ across cultures and epochs, 

music’s reliance on such patterns for its emotional effect is universal. Hodges observes: 

https://society6.com/product/job-and-his-family-restored-to-prosperity-by-william-blake-1805_print?sku=s6-21832017p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/12/21/reflection/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/02/10/murmurs-of-earth-sagan-golden-record/
https://society6.com/product/job-and-his-family-restored-to-prosperity-by-william-blake-1805_print?sku=s6-21832017p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The music of all cultures, each with its own unique rules to be followed and broken, both weaves and rends 

the tapestry of audible time. Our experience of musical temporality, like our experience of the day-to-day, 

consists of patterns of recurrence and, sooner or later, their violation. 

Yet musical time differs from the quotidian passage of ordinary time, even as it exists within that passage. Or, 

at least, it manifests how susceptible time is to our conscious perception, as much as the other way around. 

In a sentiment consonant with Virginia Woolf’s insight into the strange elasticity of clock-time, she adds: 

Duration is not time — that is something different entirely, something utterly dependent on our perception… 

The malleability of our perception of time is the stuff of music itself. The concept of passage, the way we 

generally conceptualize time — seconds elapse into minutes, today becomes tomorrow — is of getting 

through from one thing to another. In music, time is inseparable from sound itself. A piece of music is a 

multidimensional entity, a creation molded from time’s clay. 

In a passage that affirms anthropologist Mary Catherine Bateson’s wonderfully apt word-choice for how we 

become who we are — by “composing a life” — Hodges returns to the elemental matter of music: 

Time renders most individual moments meaningless, or at least less important than they originally seemed, 

but it is only through the passage of time that life acquires its meaning. And that meaning itself is constantly 

in flux; we are always making it up and then revising as we go along, ordering and reordering our 

understanding of the past in real time. 

[…] 

Form, in music, is inherently temporal. It gives some shape to time, or at least designates the pace and manner 

at which we move through a particular piece. Where do we fare forward or cycle back; which moments 

expand, and which contract? Likewise, memory — that most universal and yet individual of temporal 

structures — lends form and shape to experience in biographical time. We inhabit simultaneous, concentric 

timescales: the time line of the past coiled within the immediacy of the present moment unfolding. Memory 

creates a metonymic congruence between them, melding past with present in such a way that our former 

selves move forward with us in time. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/05/04/virginia-woolf-orlando-time/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/13/composing-a-life-mary-catherine-bateson/
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Art by Arthur Rackham from a rare 1926 edition of The Tempest. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/arthur-rackham-tempest/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298623_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298623_print?curator=brainpicker
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Echoing the touching defiance at the heart of Auden’s classic hymn of resistance to entropy, Hodges writes: 

Implicit in time’s asymmetry, then, is the notion of becoming. The universe unspools itself toward a state of 

higher entropy; its edges fray, its dust is swept into corners, and this process of degradation and erosion is 

what separates the future from the past. We think of “becoming” as moving toward something final, evolving 

into a more perfect and more stable state over time. Yet, by proceeding forward in time, that very process 

must involve itself in the increasing disorder of the universe. When we seek to become something or someone 

else, to change our lives and leave the past behind, we necessarily abandon ourselves to entropy: We scatter 

old pieces of ourselves, willfully smudge our edges and make a mess of things, strive to break free of old 

symmetries that we feel can no longer contain us. Or, perhaps, that very instinct to change ourselves is a kind 

of preemptive embrace of the chaos we know is to come, a sign that we have already begun to spin out of 

control, that time is passing and taking us along with it and that soon nothing will be as it once was. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/07/the-more-loving-one-auden-universe-in-verse/
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One of Arthur Rackham’s rare 1917 illustrations for the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm. (Available as a 

print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
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A century after Virginia Woolf was staggered in her garden into her timelessly stunning insight that “behind 

the cotton wool is hidden a pattern… the whole world is a work of art… there is no Shakespeare… no 

Beethoven… no God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself” — Hodges considers the 

elemental truth pulsating beneath our experience of music and of our very lives: 

It’s a strange feeling, beautiful but also eerie: not only that you can step into time’s flow, but that you are the 

flow itself. I suppose at the heart of that feeling, too, lies the real trouble with time: the terrifying prospect that 

if time is so subjective, then we are necessarily alone in our unique experience of it. But isn’t it because time 

lives in us that we can shape it, sculpt it into phrases and cadences and giros and ochos; still it if not stop it, 

bend it if not vanquish it. And share it. 

Complement Uncommon Measure — in which Hodges goes on to examine through the lens of music such 

facets of our temporal experience as grief and creativity — with some symphonic reflections on Bach and the 

mystery of aliveness, then revisit Nick Cave on music, feeling, and transcendence in the age of artificial 

intelligence and two centuries of beloved writers on the singular power of music. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/12/uncommon-measure-natalie-

hodges/?mc_cid=c31ddb2cdc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1942658974/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/08/21/clemency-burton-hill-pablo-casals-albert-schweitzer-bach/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/08/21/clemency-burton-hill-pablo-casals-albert-schweitzer-bach/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/01/24/nick-cave-music-ai/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/01/24/nick-cave-music-ai/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/15/writers-on-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/12/uncommon-measure-natalie-hodges/?mc_cid=c31ddb2cdc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/12/uncommon-measure-natalie-hodges/?mc_cid=c31ddb2cdc&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Never Bet the Devil Your Head 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Never Bet the Devil Your Head (1841) is Poe's rather cheeky response to his critics' claim he's never 

written a morality tale, thus its subtitle, A Tale with a Moral. The story reveals his distaste 

for Transcendentalists, the "disease" suffered by Toby Dammit, whom he rails on for never having laid a 

wager, in spite of his boastful gambling talk. 

 

Louis-Léopold Boilly, Tartini's Dream, 1824 

A Tale With a Moral. 

"Con tal que las costumbres de un autor ," says Don Thomas de las Torres, in the preface to his 

"Amatory Poems" "sean puras y castas, importo muy poco que no sean igualmente severas sus obras" 

-- meaning, in plain English, that, provided the morals of an author are pure personally, it signifies 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
https://americanliterature.com/transcendentalism-study-guide
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nothing what are the morals of his books. We presume that Don Thomas is now in Purgatory for the 

assertion. It would be a clever thing, too, in the way of poetical justice, to keep him there until his 

"Amatory Poems" get out of print, or are laid definitely upon the shelf through lack of readers. Every 

fiction should have a moral; and, what is more to the purpose, the critics have discovered that every 

fiction has. Philip Melanchthon, some time ago, wrote a commentary upon the "Batrachomyomachia," 

and proved that the poet's object was to excite a distaste for sedition. Pierre la Seine, going a step 

farther, shows that the intention was to recommend to young men temperance in eating and drinking. 

Just so, too, Jacobus Hugo has satisfied himself that, by Euenis, Homer meant to insinuate John Calvin; 

by Antinous, Martin Luther; by the Lotophagi, Protestants in general; and, by the Harpies, the Dutch. 

Our more modern Scholiasts are equally acute. These fellows demonstrate a hidden meaning in "The 

Antediluvians," a parable in Powhatan," new views in "Cock Robin," and transcendentalism in "Hop 

O' My Thumb." In short, it has been shown that no man can sit down to write without a very profound 

design. Thus to authors in general much trouble is spared. A novelist, for example, need have no care of 

his moral. It is there -- that is to say, it is somewhere -- and the moral and the critics can take care of 

themselves. When the proper time arrives, all that the gentleman intended, and all that he did not 

intend, will be brought to light, in the "Dial," or the "Down-Easter," together with all that he ought to 

have intended, and the rest that he clearly meant to intend: -- so that it will all come very straight in the 

end. 

There is no just ground, therefore, for the charge brought against me by certain ignoramuses -- that I 

have never written a moral tale, or, in more precise words, a tale with a moral. They are not the critics 

predestined to bring me out, and develop my morals: -- that is the secret. By and by the "North 

American Quarterly Humdrum" will make them ashamed of their stupidity. In the meantime, by way 

of staying execution -- by way of mitigating the accusations against me -- I offer the sad history 

appended, -- a history about whose obvious moral there can be no question whatever, since he who runs 

may read it in the large capitals which form the title of the tale. I should have credit for this 

arrangement -- a far wiser one than that of La Fontaine and others, who reserve the impression to be 

conveyed until the last moment, and thus sneak it in at the fag end of their fables. 

Defuncti injuria ne afficiantur was a law of the twelve tables, and De mortuis nil nisi bonum is an 

excellent injunction -- even if the dead in question be nothing but dead small beer. It is not my design, 

therefore, to vituperate my deceased friend, Toby Dammit. He was a sad dog, it is true, and a dog's 

death it was that he died; but he himself was not to blame for his vices. They grew out of a personal 

defect in his mother. She did her best in the way of flogging him while an infant -- for duties to her well 

-- regulated mind were always pleasures, and babies, like tough steaks, or the modern Greek olive trees, 

are invariably the better for beating -- but, poor woman! she had the misfortune to be left-handed, and 

a child flogged left-handedly had better be left unflogged. The world revolves from right to left. It will 

not do to whip a baby from left to right. If each blow in the proper direction drives an evil propensity 

out, it follows that every thump in an opposite one knocks its quota of wickedness in. I was often 

present at Toby's chastisements, and, even by the way in which he kicked, I could perceive that he was 

getting worse and worse every day. At last I saw, through the tears in my eyes, that there was no hope 

of the villain at all, and one day when he had been cuffed until he grew so black in the face that one 

might have mistaken him for a little African, and no effect had been produced beyond that of making 

him wriggle himself into a fit, I could stand it no longer, but went down upon my knees forthwith, and, 

uplifting my voice, made prophecy of his ruin. 
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The fact is that his precocity in vice was awful. At five months of age he used to get into such passions 

that he was unable to articulate. At six months, I caught him gnawing a pack of cards. At seven months 

he was in the constant habit of catching and kissing the female babies. At eight months he peremptorily 

refused to put his signature to the Temperance pledge. Thus he went on increasing in iniquity, month 

after month, until, at the close of the first year, he not only insisted upon wearing moustaches, but had 

contracted a propensity for cursing and swearing, and for backing his assertions by bets. 

Through this latter most ungentlemanly practice, the ruin which I had predicted to Toby Dammit 

overtook him at last. The fashion had "grown with his growth and strengthened with his strength," so 

that, when he came to be a man, he could scarcely utter a sentence without interlarding it with a 

proposition to gamble. Not that he actually laid wagers -- no. I will do my friend the justice to say that 

he would as soon have laid eggs. With him the thing was a mere formula -- nothing more. His 

expressions on this head had no meaning attached to them whatever. They were simple if not altogether 

innocent expletives -- imaginative phrases wherewith to round off a sentence. When he said "I'll bet 

you so and so," nobody ever thought of taking him up; but still I could not help thinking it my duty to 

put him down. The habit was an immoral one, and so I told him. It was a vulgar one- this I begged him 

to believe. It was discountenanced by society -- here I said nothing but the truth. It was forbidden by 

act of Congress -- here I had not the slightest intention of telling a lie. I remonstrated -- but to no 

purpose. I demonstrated -- in vain. I entreated -- he smiled. I implored -- he laughed. I preached- he 

sneered. I threatened -- he swore. I kicked him -- he called for the police. I pulled his nose -- he blew it, 

and offered to bet the Devil his head that I would not venture to try that experiment again. 

Poverty was another vice which the peculiar physical deficiency of Dammit's mother had entailed upon 

her son. He was detestably poor, and this was the reason, no doubt, that his expletive expressions about 

betting, seldom took a pecuniary turn. I will not be bound to say that I ever heard him make use of 

such a figure of speech as "I'll bet you a dollar." It was usually "I'll bet you what you please," or "I'll 

bet you what you dare," or "I'll bet you a trifle," or else, more significantly still, "I'll bet the Devil my 

head." 

This latter form seemed to please him best; -- perhaps because it involved the least risk; for Dammit 

had become excessively parsimonious. Had any one taken him up, his head was small, and thus his loss 

would have been small too. But these are my own reflections and I am by no means sure that I am right 

in attributing them to him. At all events the phrase in question grew daily in favor, notwithstanding the 

gross impropriety of a man betting his brains like bank-notes: -- but this was a point which my friend's 

perversity of disposition would not permit him to comprehend. In the end, he abandoned all other 

forms of wager, and gave himself up to "I'll bet the Devil my head," with a pertinacity and 

exclusiveness of devotion that displeased not less than it surprised me. I am always displeased by 

circumstances for which I cannot account. Mysteries force a man to think, and so injure his health. The 

truth is, there was something in the air with which Mr. Dammit was wont to give utterance to his 

offensive expression -- something in his manner of enunciation -- which at first interested, and 

afterwards made me very uneasy -- something which, for want of a more definite term at present, I 

must be permitted to call queer; but which Mr. Coleridge would have called mystical, Mr. Kant 

pantheistical, Mr. Carlyle twistical, and Mr. Emerson hyperquizzitistical. I began not to like it at all. 

Mr. Dammits soul was in a perilous state. I resolved to bring all my eloquence into play to save it. I 

vowed to serve him as St. Patrick, in the Irish chronicle, is said to have served the toad, -- that is to say, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

107 

"awaken him to a sense of his situation." I addressed myself to the task forthwith. Once more I betook 

myself to remonstrance. Again I collected my energies for a final attempt at expostulation. 

When I had made an end of my lecture, Mr. Dammit indulged himself in some very equivocal behavior. 

For some moments he remained silent, merely looking me inquisitively in the face. But presently he 

threw his head to one side, and elevated his eyebrows to a great extent. Then he spread out the palms of 

his hands and shrugged up his shoulders. Then he winked with the right eye. Then he repeated the 

operation with the left. Then he shut them both up very tight. Then he opened them both so very wide 

that I became seriously alarmed for the consequences. Then, applying his thumb to his nose, he thought 

proper to make an indescribable movement with the rest of his fingers. Finally, setting his arms a-

kimbo, he condescended to reply. 

I can call to mind only the beads of his discourse. He would be obliged to me if I would hold my tongue. 

He wished none of my advice. He despised all my insinuations. He was old enough to take care of 

himself. Did I still think him baby Dammit? Did I mean to say any thing against his character? Did I 

intend to insult him? Was I a fool? Was my maternal parent aware, in a word, of my absence from the 

domiciliary residence? He would put this latter question to me as to a man of veracity, and he would 

bind himself to abide by my reply. Once more he would demand explicitly if my mother knew that I 

was out. My confusion, he said, betrayed me, and he would be willing to bet the Devil his head that she 

did not. 

Mr. Dammit did not pause for my rejoinder. Turning upon his heel, he left my presence with 

undignified precipitation. It was well for him that he did so. My feelings had been wounded. Even my 

anger had been aroused. For once I would have taken him up upon his insulting wager. I would have 

won for the Arch-Enemy Mr. Dammit's little head -- for the fact is, my mamma was very well aware of 

my merely temporary absence from home. 

But Khoda shefa midhed -- Heaven gives relief -- as the Mussulmans say when you tread upon their 

toes. It was in pursuance of my duty that I had been insulted, and I bore the insult like a man. It now 

seemed to me, however, that I had done all that could be required of me, in the case of this miserable 

individual, and I resolved to trouble him no longer with my counsel, but to leave him to his conscience 

and himself. But although I forebore to intrude with my advice, I could not bring myself to give up his 

society altogether. I even went so far as to humor some of his less reprehensible propensities; and there 

were times when I found myself lauding his wicked jokes, as epicures do mustard, with tears in my 

eyes: -- so profoundly did it grieve me to hear his evil talk. 

One fine day, having strolled out together, arm in arm, our route led us in the direction of a river. 

There was a bridge, and we resolved to cross it. It was roofed over, by way of protection from the 

weather, and the archway, having but few windows, was thus very uncomfortably dark. As we entered 

the passage, the contrast between the external glare and the interior gloom struck heavily upon my 

spirits. Not so upon those of the unhappy Dammit, who offered to bet the Devil his head that I was 

hipped. He seemed to be in an unusual good humor. He was excessively lively -- so much so that I 

entertained I know not what of uneasy suspicion. It is not impossible that he was affected with the 

transcendentals. I am not well enough versed, however, in the diagnosis of this disease to speak with 

decision upon the point; and unhappily there were none of my friends of the "Dial" present. I suggest 
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the idea, nevertheless, because of a certain species of austere Merry-Andrewism which seemed to beset 

my poor friend, and caused him to make quite a Tom-Fool of himself. Nothing would serve him but 

wriggling and skipping about under and over every thing that came in his way; now shouting out, and 

now lisping out, all manner of odd little and big words, yet preserving the gravest face in the world all 

the time. I really could not make up my mind whether to kick or to pity him. At length, having passed 

nearly across the bridge, we approached the termination of the footway, when our progress was 

impeded by a turnstile of some height. Through this I made my way quietly, pushing it around as usual. 

But this turn would not serve the turn of Mr. Dammit. He insisted upon leaping the stile, and said he 

could cut a pigeon-wing over it in the air. Now this, conscientiously speaking, I did not think he could 

do. The best pigeon-winger over all kinds of style was my friend Mr. Carlyle, and as I knew he could 

not do it, I would not believe that it could be done by Toby Dammit. I therefore told him, in so many 

words, that he was a braggadocio, and could not do what he said. For this I had reason to be sorry 

afterward; -- for he straightway offered to bet the Devil his head that he could. 

I was about to reply, notwithstanding my previous resolutions, with some remonstrance against his 

impiety, when I heard, close at my elbow, a slight cough, which sounded very much like the ejaculation 

"ahem!" I started, and looked about me in surprise. My glance at length fell into a nook of the frame -- 

work of the bridge, and upon the figure of a little lame old gentleman of venerable aspect. Nothing 

could be more reverend than his whole appearance; for he not only had on a full suit of black, but his 

shirt was perfectly clean and the collar turned very neatly down over a white cravat, while his hair was 

parted in front like a girl's. His hands were clasped pensively together over his stomach, and his two 

eyes were carefully rolled up into the top of his head. 

Upon observing him more closely, I perceived that he wore a black silk apron over his small-clothes; 

and this was a thing which I thought very odd. Before I had time to make any remark, however, upon 

so singular a circumstance, he interrupted me with a second "ahem!" 

To this observation I was not immediately prepared to reply. The fact is, remarks of this laconic nature 

are nearly unanswerable. I have known a Quarterly Review non-plussed by the word "Fudge!" I am 

not ashamed to say, therefore, that I turned to Mr. Dammit for assistance. 

"Dammit," said I, "what are you about? don't you hear? -- the gentleman says 'ahem!'" I looked 

sternly at my friend while I thus addressed him; for, to say the truth, I felt particularly puzzled, and 

when a man is particularly puzzled he must knit his brows and look savage, or else he is pretty sure to 

look like a fool. 

"Dammit," observed I -- although this sounded very much like an oath, than which nothing was further 

from my thoughts -- "Dammit," I suggested -- "the gentleman says 'ahem!'" 

I do not attempt to defend my remark on the score of profundity; I did not think it profound myself; 

but I have noticed that the effect of our speeches is not always proportionate with their importance in 

our own eyes; and if I had shot Mr. D. through and through with a Paixhan bomb, or knocked him in 

the head with the "Poets and Poetry of America," he could hardly have been more discomfited than 

when I addressed him with those simple words: "Dammit, what are you about?- don't you hear? -- the 

gentleman says 'ahem!'" 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

109 

"You don't say so?" gasped he at length, after turning more colors than a pirate runs up, one after the 

other, when chased by a man-of-war. "Are you quite sure he said that? Well, at all events I am in for it 

now, and may as well put a bold face upon the matter. Here goes, then -- ahem!" 

At this the little old gentleman seemed pleased -- God only knows why. He left his station at the nook of 

the bridge, limped forward with a gracious air, took Dammit by the hand and shook it cordially, 

looking all the while straight up in his face with an air of the most unadulterated benignity which it is 

possible for the mind of man to imagine. 

"I am quite sure you will win it, Dammit," said he, with the frankest of all smiles, "but we are obliged 

to have a trial, you know, for the sake of mere form." 

"Ahem!" replied my friend, taking off his coat, with a deep sigh, tying a pocket-handkerchief around 

his waist, and producing an unaccountable alteration in his countenance by twisting up his eyes and 

bringing down the corners of his mouth -- "ahem!" And "ahem!" said he again, after a pause; and not 

another word more than "ahem!" did I ever know him to say after that. "Aha!" thought I, without 

expressing myself aloud -- "this is quite a remarkable silence on the part of Toby Dammit, and is no 

doubt a consequence of his verbosity upon a previous occasion. One extreme induces another. I wonder 

if he has forgotten the many unanswerable questions which he propounded to me so fluently on the day 

when I gave him my last lecture? At all events, he is cured of the transcendentals." 

"Ahem!" here replied Toby, just as if he had been reading my thoughts, and looking like a very old 

sheep in a revery. 

The old gentleman now took him by the arm, and led him more into the shade of the bridge -- a few 

paces back from the turnstile. "My good fellow," said he, "I make it a point of conscience to allow you 

this much run. Wait here, till I take my place by the stile, so that I may see whether you go over it 

handsomely, and transcendentally, and don't omit any flourishes of the pigeon-wing. A mere form, you 

know. I will say 'one, two, three, and away.' Mind you, start at the word 'away'" Here he took his 

position by the stile, paused a moment as if in profound reflection, then looked up and, I thought, 

smiled very slightly, then tightened the strings of his apron, then took a long look at Dammit, and 

finally gave the word as agreed upon- 

One -- two -- three -- and -- away! 

Punctually at the word "away," my poor friend set off in a strong gallop. The stile was not very high, 

like Mr. Lord's -- nor yet very low, like that of Mr. Lord's reviewers, but upon the whole I made sure 

that he would clear it. And then what if he did not? -- ah, that was the question -- what if he did not? 

"What right," said I, "had the old gentleman to make any other gentleman jump? The little old dot-

and-carry-one! who is he? If he asks me to jump, I won't do it, that's flat, and I don't care who the devil 

he is." The bridge, as I say, was arched and covered in, in a very ridiculous manner, and there was a 

most uncomfortable echo about it at all times -- an echo which I never before so particularly observed 

as when I uttered the four last words of my remark. 
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But what I said, or what I thought, or what I heard, occupied only an instant. In less than five seconds 

from his starting, my poor Toby had taken the leap. I saw him run nimbly, and spring grandly from the 

floor of the bridge, cutting the most awful flourishes with his legs as he went up. I saw him high in the 

air, pigeon-winging it to admiration just over the top of the stile; and of course I thought it an 

unusually singular thing that he did not continue to go over. But the whole leap was the affair of a 

moment, and, before I had a chance to make any profound reflections, down came Mr. Dammit on the 

flat of his back, on the same side of the stile from which he had started. At the same instant I saw the 

old gentleman limping off at the top of his speed, having caught and wrapt up in his apron something 

that fell heavily into it from the darkness of the arch just over the turnstile. At all this I was much 

astonished; but I had no leisure to think, for Dammit lay particularly still, and I concluded that his 

feelings had been hurt, and that he stood in need of my assistance. I hurried up to him and found that 

he had received what might be termed a serious injury. The truth is, he had been deprived of his head, 

which after a close search I could not find anywhere; so I determined to take him home and send for 

the homoeopathists. In the meantime a thought struck me, and I threw open an adjacent window of the 

bridge, when the sad truth flashed upon me at once. About five feet just above the top of the turnstile, 

and crossing the arch of the foot-path so as to constitute a brace, there extended a flat iron bar, lying 

with its breadth horizontally, and forming one of a series that served to strengthen the structure 

throughout its extent. With the edge of this brace it appeared evident that the neck of my unfortunate 

friend had come precisely in contact. 

He did not long survive his terrible loss. The homoeopathists did not give him little enough physic, and 

what little they did give him he hesitated to take. So in the end he grew worse, and at length died, a 

lesson to all riotous livers. I bedewed his grave with my tears, worked a bar sinister on his family 

escutcheon, and, for the general expenses of his funeral, sent in my very moderate bill to the 

transcendentalists. The scoundrels refused to pay it, so I had Mr. Dammit dug up at once, and sold him 

for dog's meat. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/never-bet-the-devil-your-head   

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/never-bet-the-devil-your-head
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Beatus of Liébana 

By John Williams 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#john-williams
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In a monastery in the mountains of northern Spain, 700 years after the Book of Revelations was written, a 

monk set down to illustrate a collection of writings he had compiled about this most vivid and apocalyptic of 

the New Testament books. Throughout the next few centuries his depictions of multi-headed beasts, 

decapitated sinners, and trumpet blowing angels, would be copied over and over again in various versions of 

the manuscript. John Williams, author of The Illustrated Beatus, introduces Beatus of Liébana and 

his Commentary on the Apocalypse. 
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Towards the end of the eighth century Beatus, a monk in the monastery of San Martin de Turieno, near 

present day Santander, compiled a Commentary on the Book of Revelation, or Apocalypse, from the writings 

dedicated to the topic by such patristic authors as Jerome, Augustine, Ambrose and Irenaeus. Recognition of 

Beatus of Liébana has survived to our time thanks to his decision to illustrate the sixty-eight sections into 

which he divided the text of the Book of Revelation. It was a decision that could not easily have been 

anticipated, for it is not at all clear that Beatus had ever seen an illustrated book, and it is almost certain these 

illustrations were invented by him or an assistant. The pictures would remain integral to the many – some 

twenty-six – copies of the Commentary that have survived. 

Some have assumed that Beatus’s great work was linked to his campaign against “Adoptionism,” the heretical 

position on the nature of the Godhead espoused by the bishop of Toledo, but it antedated that campaign. More 

commonly the book has been linked to the fact that Christian Spain had been conquered and occupied by 

Muslims. Perhaps some monks, who expected to adopt an allegorical mode for much that they read, identified 

the assailants of the righteous in the Book of Revelation with their Andalusian neighbors, but the texts 

harvested by Beatus were all written before Muhammad’s time and can not explicitly target Islam. In fact, the 

few passages that can be attributed to Beatus himself, make it clear that he chose the Apocalypse, the last 

book of the Bible and the one that prophesies the future, because of the common belief that the world would 

end in A.D. 800 and usher in the Last Judgment. The fact that most copies date after the tenth century, when 

millennial expectations might have been revived, shows that the tradition had a life of its own. The 

illustrations must have played a major role in survival of the tradition. 

 

The Apocalypse dramatically exposes the future as a contest between the people of God and a triumphant 

Godhead and the Anti-Christ and his minions, often in the guise of fantastic beasts. Lacking any copy from 

before the tenth century, we cannot be sure of the appearance of Beatus’s original illustrations, but those in 

copies of the tenth century employ a dramatic and colorful style eminently suited to the visions offered by 

John in the Apocalypse. From the copies that preserve the version of the text closest to the original, we know 

the pictorial format chosen by Beatus placed the figures directly on the vellum within one of the two columns 

of text. 

This format was radically revised in the middle of the tenth century by the scribe and painter Maius in the 

monastery of San Salvador de Tábara in the southern part of the kingdom of León, as first witnessed in the 

Commentary in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York. Inspired by the manner in which biblical subjects 

were illustrated at the French monastery of Saint-Martin de Tours, Maius enlarged the pictures, sometimes 

spreading them in an inventive way across two facing pages. With the addition of frames the backgrounds 

were painted, often – and again Touronian painting was influential – in horizontal bands of contrasting colors. 

No one would mistake this polychromatic expressionistic style for the classicizing style of Tours, nor can it be 

traced, as is sometimes assumed, to the influence of the art of Andalusia. In the succeeding centuries, 

however, native style would give way to successive phases of pictorial language invented north of the 
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Pyrenees. The last illustrated copy surviving dates to the middle of the thirteenth century, a time that 

coincides with the decline of monastic culture. 
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Public Domain Works 
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• Images from a selection of different illustrated Beatus manuscripts 

o Wikimedia Commons 

IMAGES 

See more images in a post from our images section here 

John Williams (B.A. Yale, PH.D University of Michigan) taught twelve years at Swarthmore College, retired 

as Distinguished Service Professor of the History of Art and Architecture, University of Pittsburgh. He is 

Fellow of the Medieval Academy of America and author of The Illustrated Beatus, 5 vols, London, (1994-

2003). 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/beatus-of-liebana 

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Illustrated_Beatus_manuscripts
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/the-beatus-of-facundus-1047
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/beatus-of-liebana
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The Wall of Wind can create Category 5 hurricane winds for testing life-size structures. Margi 

Rentis/Florida International University 

30 years after Hurricane Andrew devastated Florida, researchers are using a ‘Wall of Wind’ to design 

safer homes – but storms are getting even more intense 

Published: May 31, 2022 1.12pm BST Updated: August 24, 2022 4.32pm BST 
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1. Richard Olson 

Director of the Extreme Events Institute, Florida International University 

2. Ameyu B. Tolera 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/fiu/51974207302/in/album-72157631682768714/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/fiu/51974207302/in/album-72157631682768714/
https://theconversation.com/profiles/richard-olson-1347243
https://theconversation.com/profiles/ameyu-b-tolera-1347249
https://theconversation.com/profiles/richard-olson-1347243
https://theconversation.com/profiles/ameyu-b-tolera-1347249
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https://theconversation.com/profiles/arindam-chowdhury-1347245
https://theconversation.com/profiles/ioannis-zisis-1347248
https://theconversation.com/profiles/arindam-chowdhury-1347245
https://theconversation.com/profiles/ioannis-zisis-1347248
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Ameyu B. Tolera is affiliated with the American Society of Civil Engineers and the American Association for 

Wind Engineering as a student. 

Arindam Chowdhury receives funding from the National Science Foundation, DEM, FSG, and other agencies. 

He is affiliated with the American Society of Civil Engineers and the American Association for Wind 

Engineering and other organizations. 
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View all partners 

 

We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under Creative Commons licence. 

Republish this article 

In an airplane hangar in Miami, engineers are recreating some of the most powerful hurricane winds to ever 

strike land. These Category 5 winds can shatter a test building in the blink of an eye. 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/global/partners
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
https://theconversation.com/institutions/florida-international-university-729
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Yet they aren’t powerful enough to keep up with nature. 

When engineers built the Wall of Wind test facility 10 years ago at Florida International University, it was 

inspired by Hurricane Andrew, a monster of a storm that devastated South Florida on Aug. 24, 1992. 

The facility was designed to test structures’ ability to withstand winds up to 160 miles per hour (257 

kilometers per hour). Now, we’re seeing the likes of Hurricane Dorian, which shredded neighborhoods in the 

Bahamas with 184 mph (296 km/h) winds in 2019, and Hurricane Patricia, with winds clocked at 215 mph 

(346 km/h) off the coast of Mexico in 2015. 

 

Hurricane Dorian’s Category 5 winds tore apart communities in the Bahamas. AP Photo/Ramon Espinosa 

https://cee.fiu.edu/research/facilities/wall-of-wind
https://www.weather.gov/lch/andrew
https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/AL052019_Dorian.pdf
https://www.nhc.noaa.gov/data/tcr/EP202015_Patricia.pdf
https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/BahamasHurricaneDorian/02f130c339dd4979b432348cd6e0efdd/photo
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Studies show tropical storms are ramping up in intensity as the climate changes and ocean and air 

temperatures rise. Designing homes and infrastructure to withstand future storms like Dorian will require new 

test facilities that go well beyond today’s capabilities – for what we believe should be called Category 6 

storms. 

The Wall of Wind 

There is currently only one life-size test facility at a U.S. university capable of generating Category 5 winds, 

currently the most powerful level of hurricane. That’s the Wall of Wind. 

At one end of the facility is a curved wall of 12 giant fans, each as tall as an average person. Working 

together, they can simulate a 160 mph hurricane. Water jets simulate wind-driven rain. At the other end, the 

building opens up to a large field where engineers can see how and where structures fail and the debris flies. 

The powerful tempests that we create here allow us and other engineers to probe for weaknesses in 

construction and design, track failures cascading through a building and test innovative solutions in close to 

real-world storm conditions. Cameras and sensors capture every millisecond as buildings, roofing materials 

and other items come apart – or, just as important, don’t fail. 

Ten years of research here have helped builders and designers reduce the risk of damage. That’s helpful when 

forecasters warn, as they do for 2022, of a busy hurricane season. 

Lessons from hurricane testing 

We’ve found in destructive testing that a structure will often rip apart in less than a second. All it takes is the 

wind penetrating the weakest point. 

When Hurricane Dorian hit the Bahamas, many less-well-constructed homes turned into shrapnel, creating 

another problem. Once a building fails, even nearby homes built to withstand higher winds are in trouble 

because of the flying debris. Our testing has shown how debris from one building, under continuous winds of 

130-140 mph or more, can take out the next building, and then that takes out the next building. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-working-group-i/
https://cee.fiu.edu/research/facilities/wall-of-wind
https://cee.fiu.edu/research/facilities/wall-of-wind
https://fiu.designsafe-ci.org/working-with-us/projects/
https://public.wmo.int/en/media/news/noaa-adjusts-hurricane-season-forecast
https://meridian.allenpress.com/jcr/article-abstract/23/5%20(235)/1211/27424/Wall-of-Wind-Full-Scale-Destructive-Testing-of
https://youtu.be/SN4jgJX0OP8
https://hazards.colorado.edu/research/working-papers/94#windborne
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Roofs are often that weakest link. A roof is subjected to uplift force during a storm, so wind hitting the 

surface of the building needs to be able to escape. When wind runs into objects in that path, it can cause 

damage. 

New designs are improving how buildings stand up to extreme winds. For example, storms can create 

powerful vortices – winds that swirl almost like a corkscrew at a building’s edge – that can strip away roofing 

material and eventually lift the roof itself. One innovation uses a horizontal wind turbine along the edge of a 

roof to diffuse the wind and generate power at the same time, a double benefit. 

When wind blows up the side of a building it can create vortices that strip off roofing materials. Horizontal 

wind turbines attached to rood edges can suppress these vortices, as shown here using smoke, and can also 

generate power. FIU 

The shape of buildings can also either create weaknesses or help deflect wind. You’ll notice that most modern 

high-rises avoid sharp corners. Testing shows that more trapezoidal or rounded edges can reduce wind 

pressures on buildings. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327042799_Roof_Uplift_under_Cornering_Winds_and_Wind_Uplift_Mitigation
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/2109/roof-vortices-fiu.gif?1652992113
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/2109/roof-vortices-fiu.gif?1652992113
https://news.fiu.edu/2019/focus-on-innovation-taming-the-wind
http://iawe.org/Proceedings/CWE2006/TD1-05.pdf
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And better safety doesn’t have to be costly. One experiment showed how just US$250 in upgrades was the 

difference between a small, shed-size building standing up to a Category 3 storm – or not. Hurricane 

straps attach a roof truss to the perimeter of the house. Ring shank nails, which have threads around the shank 

to grasp the wood, can resist wind forces better than smooth nails. Hurricane shutters also block entry points 

where the wind can penetrate and trigger catastrophic failure. 

Installation also matters, and helps explain why roofs that appear to meet building code requirements can still 

fail and go flying in hurricanes. 

Experiments we conducted have shown how an edge system – the metal elements between walls and the roof 

– that is installed just half an inch too high or low can prematurely fail at low winds, even though the system 

was designed to withstand a Category 5 hurricane. Roofers installing asphalt shingles and roofing tiles may 

need to go beyond the current code when sealing edges to keep them from failing in a storm. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d5qjZO7dVDg
https://theconversation.com/hurricane-straps-keep-roofs-on-houses-and-can-improve-safety-during-tornadoes-164998
https://theconversation.com/hurricane-straps-keep-roofs-on-houses-and-can-improve-safety-during-tornadoes-164998
https://www.finehomebuilding.com/2009/09/17/whats-the-difference-nail-shanks
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.engstruct.2010.07.012
https://www.whipc.org/index.php/about-us/current-projects
https://www.openconf.org/ACWEConf2022/modules/request.php?module=oc_proceedings&action=summary.php&id=137&a=Accept+for+Oral+Presentation
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In August 1992, Hurricane Andrew hit South Florida with sustained winds as high as 165 mph. AP 

Photo/Mark Foley 

Expanding testing: 200 mph winds + storm surge 

While engineers have been gaining knowledge through testing, the nature of storms is changing as the planet 

warms. 

Warmer temperatures – fueled by increasing greenhouse gas emissions from human activities – enable the air 

to hold more moisture, and warmer oceans provide more energy to fuel hurricanes. Research shows 

that bigger and more intense storms that are heavier with water and moving more slowly are going to hammer 

the areas they hit with more wind, storm surge, flooding and debris. 

Storms like these are why we’re working with eight other universities to design a new facility to test 

construction against 200 mph winds (322 km/h), with a water basin to test the impact of storm surge up to 20 

feet (6 meters) high plus waves. 

Computers can model the results, but their models still need to be verified by physical experiments. By 

combining wind, storm surge and wave action, we’ll be able to see the entire hurricane and how all those 

components interact to affect people and the built environment. 

Disaster testing is finding ways to make homes safer, but it’s up to homeowners to make sure they know their 

structures’ weaknesses. After all, for most people, their home is their most valuable asset. 

 

https://theconversation.com/30-years-after-hurricane-andrew-devastated-florida-researchers-are-using-a-wall-

of-wind-to-design-safer-homes-but-storms-are-getting-even-more-intense-183510 

  

https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/HurricaneSeasonLastingScars/406864aad9464e8fb0bb0d45c18210ef/photo
https://newsroom.ap.org/detail/HurricaneSeasonLastingScars/406864aad9464e8fb0bb0d45c18210ef/photo
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-working-group-i/
https://theconversation.com/ipcc-climate-report-profound-changes-are-underway-in-earths-oceans-and-ice-a-lead-author-explains-what-the-warnings-mean-165588
https://doi.org/10.1029/2018EF000825
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/sixth-assessment-report-working-group-i/
https://theconversation.com/the-water-cycle-is-intensifying-as-the-climate-warms-ipcc-report-warns-that-means-more-intense-storms-and-flooding-165590
https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=245396
https://news.fiu.edu/2022/fiu-receives-12.8-million-nsf-grant-to-design-an-extreme-wind,-surge-and-wave-testing-facility
https://theconversation.com/30-years-after-hurricane-andrew-devastated-florida-researchers-are-using-a-wall-of-wind-to-design-safer-homes-but-storms-are-getting-even-more-intense-183510
https://theconversation.com/30-years-after-hurricane-andrew-devastated-florida-researchers-are-using-a-wall-of-wind-to-design-safer-homes-but-storms-are-getting-even-more-intense-183510
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Art as Living Amends: Nick Cave on Creativity as an Instrument of Self-Forgiveness and the Necessity 

of Hope in a Fragile World 

In praise of “the necessary and urgent need to love life and one another, despite the casual cruelty of the 

world.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374607370/braipick-20
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The world reveals itself through our engagement with it — a truth as true in the “It for Bit” sense of physics 

as it in the Dzogchen sense of Tibetan Buddhism. 

 

Art from a 19th-century French science textbook. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/09/02/it-from-bit-wheeler/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/07/17/when-things-fall-apart-pema-chodron/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/08/20/amedee-guillemin-le-monde-physique/
https://society6.com/product/light-distribution-on-soap-bubble-from-le-monde-physique-1882_print?sku=s6-11475521p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/light-distribution-on-soap-bubble-from-le-monde-physique-1882_print?sku=s6-11475521p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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It is the fundamental truth of our human experience. 

All cynicism is a denial of it. 

All hope is a tribute to it. 

This awareness pulsates throughout Faith, Hope and Carnage (public library) — Nick Cave’s yearlong 

conversation with journalist turned friend Seán O’Hagan. 

Two decades after Rebecca Solnit’s epochal Hope in the Dark, with its lucid and luminous case for our 

grounds against despair, Cave — who has long championed the generative value of hope — reflects: 

I have no time for cynicism. It feels hugely misplaced at this time. 

[…] 

I remain cautiously optimistic. I think if we can move beyond the anxiety and dread and despair, there is a 

promise of something shifting not just culturally, but spiritually, too. I feel that potential in the air, or maybe a 

sort of subterranean undertow of concern and connectivity, a radical and collective move towards a more 

empathetic and enhanced existence… It does seem possible — even against the criminal incompetence of our 

governments, the planet’s ailing health, the divisiveness that exists everywhere, the shocking lack of mercy 

and forgiveness, where so many people seem to harbour such an irreparable animosity towards the world and 

each other — even still, I have hope. Collective grief can bring extraordinary change, a kind of conversion of 

the spirit, and with it a great opportunity. We can seize this opportunity, or we can squander it and let it pass 

us by. I hope it is the former. I feel there is a readiness for that, despite what we are led to believe. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374607370/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/1289987228
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/12/30/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/04/05/gabriel-marcel-nick-cave-hope-cynicism/
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Art by Dorothy Lathrop, 1922. (Available as a print and as stationery cards.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/09/dorothy-lathrop-down-adown-derry/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642738_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642738_cards?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-dorothy-lathrop-for-down-adown-derry-by-walter-de-la-mare-19224642738_print?curator=brainpicker
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Having long reckoned with the relationship between cynicism and hope, I often say that cynics — who are the 

people most deserving of our pity — are just brokenhearted optimists. There is both a lovely confluence and a 

lovely inversion of these ideas in Nick Cave’s assertion that “hope is optimism with a broken heart,” which 

seems to me more like an aphoristic spear nobly thrown at our perpetual tangle of semantics in trying to 

differentiate between optimism and hope than a genuine and useful definition. But, of course, we each arrive 

at these notions so trapped in our own frames of reference, so saturated with our subjective experience, that 

no two portraits of a mental state or emotional orientation could ever possibly be precisely alike. 

What is certain is that no matter what we call this openhearted yearning for betterment, pulsating beneath it is 

the infinite vulnerability of remaining unmet — all daring is forever haunted by the specter of crushing 

disappointment, and there is nothing more daring than a reach from the real to the ideal. 

And yet this yearning springs from our most fundamental nature. Living with it and living up to it is the 

highest homage we can pay, and must pay, to the unbidden gift of life. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
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Illustration by Isabelle Arsenault from Mr. Gauguin’s Heart by Marie-Danielle Croteau. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/07/08/mr-gauguins-heart/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/07/08/mr-gauguins-heart/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

132 

With an eye to “the necessary and urgent need to love life and one another, despite the casual cruelty of the 

world,” Cave observes: 

In a way my work has become an explicit rejection of cynicism and negativity. I simply have no time for it. I 

mean that quite literally, and from a personal perspective. No time for censure or relentless condemnation. No 

time for the whole cycle of perpetual blame. Others can do that sort of thing. I haven’t the stomach for it, or 

the time. Life is too damn short, in my opinion, not to be awed. 

In my own experience, nothing seeds cynicism more readily than the withholding of forgiveness — 

forgiveness of others, of the world, of Father Chance and Mother Circumstance; above all, of oneself. Self-

forgiveness is indeed the most potent antidote to cynicism I know. 

Cave shines a sidewise gleam on the same intimation. Half a century after the great humanistic philosopher 

and psychologist Erich Fromm made his countercultural case for why self-love is the foundation of a sane 

society, he turns to art as the supreme instrument of self-forgiveness: 

We all have regrets and most of us know that those regrets, as excruciating as they can be, are the things that 

help us lead improved lives. Or, rather, there are certain regrets that, as they emerge, can accompany us on the 

incremental bettering of our lives. Regrets are forever floating to the surface… They require our attention. 

You have to do something with them. One way is to seek forgiveness by making what might be called living 

amends, by using whatever gifts you may have in order to help rehabilitate the world. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/23/the-sane-society-erich-fromm/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/23/the-sane-society-erich-fromm/
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Art by Kay Nielsen from East of the Sun and West of the Moon, 1914. (Available as a print and as stationery 

cards.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/08/27/kay-nielsen-east-of-the-sun-and-west-of-the-moon/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-kay-nielsen-from-east-of-the-sun-and-west-of-the-moon-19147542142_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/cards?sort=new
https://society6.com/brainpicker/cards?sort=new
https://society6.com/product/art-by-kay-nielsen-from-east-of-the-sun-and-west-of-the-moon-19147542142_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
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For many of us, our creative contribution — our art, to use the term in Baldwin’s broadest sense — is the gift 

we offer to rehabilitate the world and, in the process, rehabilitate ourselves. Cave reflects on his own 

experience of making music while living with the incomprehensible loss of his teenage son and its attendant 

vortex of self-blame: 

Art does have the ability to save us, in so many different ways. It can act as a point of salvation, because it has 

the potential to put beauty back into the world. And that in itself is a way of making amends, of reconciling us 

with the world. Art has the power to redress the balance of things, of our wrongs, of our sins… By “sins,” I 

mean those acts that are an offence to God or, if you would prefer, the “good in us” — that live within us, and 

that if we pay them no heed, harden and become part of our character. They are forms of suffering that can 

weigh us down terribly and separate us from the world. I have found that the goodness of the work can go 

some way towards mitigating them. 

The 

Great Wave off Kanagawa by Japanese artist Hokusai, 1831. (Available as a print and as a face mask, 

benefitting The Nature Conservancy.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/07/27/nick-cave-loss-grief/
https://society6.com/product/the-great-wave-off-kanagawa-by-hokusai-1831_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-great-wave-off-kanagawa-by-hokusai-1831_print?curator=brainpicker
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What emerges is the sense that the end of suffering begins with self-forgiveness, which in some elemental 

sense is the aim and end of all art: 

Anyone who says they don’t have any regrets is simply living an unconsidered life. Not only that, but by 

doing so they are denying themselves the obvious benefits of self-forgiveness. Though, of course, the hardest 

thing of all is to forgive oneself… One sure path to self-forgiveness is to arrive at a place where you can see 

that your day-to-day actions are making the world a measurably better place, rather than a worse place — that 

is pretty simple stuff, available to all — and to arrive at this place with a certain amount of humility. 

Complement these fragments from the wholly soul-broadening Faith, Hope and Carnage with Anne Lamott 

on forgiveness, self-forgiveness, and the relationship between brokenness and joy, then revisit Nick Cave 

on songwriting and the mystery of the unconscious, creativity and the myth of originality, and awe in the age 

of algorithms. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/16/nick-cave-hope-faith-carnage-self-

forgiveness/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0374607370/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/12/05/anne-lamott-almost-everything-joy/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/08/05/nick-cave-songwriting/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/01/20/nick-cave-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/01/24/nick-cave-music-ai/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/01/24/nick-cave-music-ai/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/16/nick-cave-hope-faith-carnage-self-forgiveness/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/10/16/nick-cave-hope-faith-carnage-self-forgiveness/?mc_cid=eb78636ea7&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Most Important Poem of the 20th Century: On T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” at 100 

“The poem is such a key landmark that all modern poets know it, whether they swerve around it, crash into it, 

or attempt to assimilate it.” 

By Literary Hub 

 

October 24, 2022 

In honor of the 100th anniversary of the publication of “The Waste Land,” we invited four writers and 

academics—Beci Carver, Jahan Ramazani, Robert Crawford, and David Barnes—to discuss the importance, 

context, artistry, and legacy of the poem. 

https://lithub.com/author/literary-hub/
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* 

Can you tell us a bit about your personal experience of reading the poem. How did you first encounter 

it, and what do you remember about that encounter? 

Beci Carver: I had climbed through my college boyfriend’s open window and found Eliot on his shelf, where 

I knew he would be. I’d become used to staring at the book, alongside a gorgeous bright green copy of 

Nabokov’s Lolita, a thick white edition of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, William Carlos 

Williams’s Selected Poems, and the complete Alexander Pope. My boyfriend was known at uni for his long 

silences and aloofness, and my way of reading him was to read his books. 

He was away for the weekend at home when I discovered Eliot, and I remember being hooked by the first 

lines, as though they were addressed to me. The line: ‘(Come in under the shadow of this red rock)’, with its 

beckoning brackets, seemed even more intimate, ironically enough, since I was reading it in the hope of 

reaching someone doubly absent. (As I write this, Eliot is peering at me beadily from under the handle of his 

umbrella, on the cover of John Haffenden’s newest installment of his letters). 

Jahan Ramazani: Like many adolescents, I saw myself in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” when I 

first read it in high school—the paralyzing self-consciousness, the anxieties about sex and the social world. 

For an Iranian American kid growing up in the rural South, the poem’s divided self was strangely 

recognizable. In college, I read The Waste Land through the lens of Prufrockian angst: the fragmentation and 

disorder were surely symptomatic of the poet’s own fear, alienation, and paralyzing self-scrutiny, however 

much the poem seemed to universalize such feelings as a civilizational disorder. Because a straight line 

seemed to run from the despair and nihilism of The Waste Land to Eliot’s religious conversion, my preference 

then was for Wallace Stevens’s humanistic, late Romantic celebration of the imaginative power to shape and 

create our worlds. 

Looking at the yellowing notes I took during college lectures in the late 1970s, I now realize that my 

preference for Stevens, shaped by a professor who studied with Harold Bloom and another who admired him, 

reflected a time when Stevens was ascendant in the American academy, while concerns about Eliot’s sexism, 

elitism, and anti-Semitism were on the rise. (Stevens’s problematic views on race mostly came into focus 

later.) Still, even in my teens, already a devotee of Cubism and a jazz deejay at a local radio station, I loved 

the multiple perspectives, riotous heterogeneity, and discordant energies of The Waste Land. 

Robert Crawford: I bought The Complete Poems and Plays of T. S. Eliot in John Smith’s bookshop, St 

Vincent Street, Glasgow, in 1974 when I was fifteen. The poem that made most impression on me was ‘The 

Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, but really all the poems made a huge impression: not because I understood 

them, but because of their distinctive soundscapes. In a funny way, I can barely remember not having 

read The Waste Land. Its jaggedness and incorporation of animal cries and nursery rhyme as well as what then 

seemed to me  incomprehensible stuff wowed me—and still does. It’s such a singular acoustic. My favourite 
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passage is the part of section V that precedes the water-dripping song of the thrush. The way Eliot is able to 

bring to bear such a weight of meaning and emotion on those monosyllables ‘Drip drop drip drop drop drop 

drop’ (which I read aloud as ‘‘Drip    drop    drip    drop     drop    drop    drop   ’) and then snatch everything 

away again in the following line is just breathtaking. 

David Barnes: I first read The Waste Land when I was seventeen, or possibly eighteen. It wasn’t on the 

school syllabus, but I remember being encouraged to read it by a sympathetic teacher. In part it was because I 

started to feel drawn towards different kinds of avant-garde writing (I was reading Beckett and Kafka and 

responded to the bleak and angsty landscapes of those writers). 

It was also, I think, designed to help us have something interesting to say as we applied to university—

admissions tutors would be impressed by it. Reading it was a strange experience: it simultaneously felt 

completely impenetrable and incredibly fresh and exciting. I didn’t understand a word of it. But that didn’t 

seem to matter—it didn’t feel difficult to read, as Eliot is sometimes assumed to be. The only thing I could 

compare it with was the electronic music and sample culture that I’d grown to love in the late 1990s. DJ 

Shadow’s album Endtroducing had come out a year or two before I read The Waste Land. This was an album 

that began with a snippet of a public information record distributed to schools by Chevron/Standard Oil 

before segueing into a hippyish 1970s monologue about the signs of the zodiac. 

Throughout the album, different pieces of seemingly random dialogue were cut, chopped up, scratched and 

fed into the music, sometimes harmoniously, sometimes dissonantly. The Waste Land was like that. It didn’t 

matter what anything meant, but it sounded great, as if Eliot had shed his pinstriped waistcoat and taken to the 

turntables as DJ. 

* 

How has The Waste Land shaped the world of literature and culture as we know it today? 

Beci Carver: Rereading Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 a year ago I was struck by Eliot’s sudden appearance in a 

novel I’ve always assumed had nothing to do with him. Heller’s Colonel Cargill is composing a so-called 

‘homiletic memorandum’ for the men in his regiment, and declares over the phone to the officer recording his 

words: “Any fool can make money these days and most of them do. But what about people with talent and 

brains? Name, for example, one poet who makes money.” The officer, without identifying himself, responds 

crisply: “T.S. Eliot,” and slams down the phone, leaving Cargill and his superior, General Peckem, to wonder 

what he means: “That’s all he said. Just ‘T. S. Eliot.’” A joke then unfolds about the obscurity of the name 

“T.S. Eliot” to the philistine soldiers, who suspect they are dealing with a ‘new code.’ But this joke wouldn’t 

work if it were not the case that, to readers of the novel in 1961, ‘Just T. S. Eliot’ was enough to suggest a 

poet who made money from his poems. 
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Not only that, the name “Eliot”—I would argue—is expected here to suggest the experience of hearing an 

unidentified, bodiless, mysterious, and staccato speaker utter a single phrase. Readers of Heller’s Catch-22 are 

expected to have read the drifting chorus of voices that The Waste Land is. I was reminded of a brilliant essay 

of 1987 by Hugh Kenner about the poem’s invocation of the telephonic human voice with no body. I 

wondered whether Kenner had been inspired by Heller to read Eliot as he did. 

This set of discoveries persuaded me that Eliot was: 1, famous (or at least had been in 1961), 2: famous in his 

capacity as someone who could be a poet for a living, 3: capable of being recognised on the basis of a poetic 

effect he had trademarked. It’s hard to think of another poet about whom these claims could be made. But 

something else worth mentioning is that Catch-22’s consciousness of Eliot is subterranean to it, up until this 

point in the narrative, and comes to the surface only when a joke makes room for it. My feeling is that Eliot 

has become, by now, as W.H. Auden writes of Freud, “a whole climate of opinion.” William Empson once 

wrote that he felt he couldn’t disentangle his own thoughts from those of Eliot, as though he had been so 

deeply influenced by him as to lose sight of him.   

Jahan Ramazani: By the middle of the twentieth century, The Waste Land, as my coeditors and I say of 

Eliot’s work in our headnote in The Norton Anthology of Modern and Contemporary Poetry, “was translated 

into many languages, and for decades the latest verses in Arabic, Swahili, or Japanese were far more likely to 

sound like Eliot than like earlier poets in those languages or like other poet’s in English. Eliot’s eminence 

became a hazard to poets such as William Carlos Williams and Hart Crane, who felt that their fundamental 

aesthetic problem was not to write like him.” The essays in the book The International Reception of T. S. 

Eliot (2007) trace these influences in France, Germany, Romania, Israel, India, Italy, Spain, China, Japan, and 

elsewhere. 

In the anglophone world, it’s fascinating to consider the impact of The Waste Land on poets with political and 

cultural views diametrically opposed to Eliot’s, many from diverse backgrounds. The poem’s afterlife 

demonstrates not just “the anxiety of influence,” in Harold Bloom’s phrase, but the irony of influence. The 

Jewish objectivist poet Louis Zukofsky’s “Poem Beginning The,” written in the 1920s, adapts Eliot’s 

techniques of extensive quotation, collage, fragmentation, difficulty, and self-referentiality, playfully 

incorporating Jewish folk song and translations from Yiddish poetry, alongside high-cultural references, while 

responding optimistically to the recent Russian revolution. Eliot and anti-Eliot at the same time! 

Disseminated by the British Council during the Cold War, Eliot was formative for the two most influential 

African Caribbean poets writing in English, Kamau Brathwaite and Derek Walcott. Brathwaite, who 

championed African survivals once suppressed in the Caribbean, knew Eliot’s poem by heart, echoed it 

repeatedly, and credited the older poet’s example with helping him bring Caribbean speech rhythms into his 

own poetry. 
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That is, a revolutionary Black poet seized on tools in the work of an Anglo-Catholic white guy with royalist, 

racist, elitist views. Like Eliot’s Waste Land, Brathwaite’s poetry shifts abruptly in speaker and tone, 

incorporates jazz and other musical forms, fuses overlapping characters, bridges lyric despair and epic 

collectivity, and tries to recompose a usable inheritance out of the shards of the cultural past. Similarly, in one 

of the most powerful African American poems mourning the transatlantic slave trade, Robert Hayden borrows 

from The Waste Land: he, too, animates various voices, including those of slavers, and collages diverse forms, 

such as hymns, prayers, diaries, and legal depositions, to give expression to the horror, brutality, and enormity 

of the Middle Passage. 

Brathwaite… credited the older poet’s example with helping him bring Caribbean speech rhythms into his 

own poetry. That is, a revolutionary Black poet seized on tools in the work of an Anglo-Catholic white guy 

with royalist, racist, elitist views. 

A poet who grew up in a Muslim household in Kashmir and wrote his dissertation on Eliot, Agha Shahid Ali 

also draws on the self-referentiality, juxtapositions, syncretism, and what he calls the “sense of loss and 

desolation” in The Waste Land, akin to the melancholy of Urdu poetry. A hyphenated Kashmiri-American 

poet, Ali had a profound sense of displacement that reminds us of Eliot’s multiple displacements. 

Having once been, Eliot suggested, an American southerner living in the North and northerner living in the 

South, he “was never anything anywhere” and “therefore felt himself to be more a Frenchman than an 

American and more an Englishman than a Frenchman.” Poets have often drawn on Eliot’s example to give 

utterance to their fractured, displaced, transnational experience. Poetry is a particularly rich medium for 

recording such complexities. 

I should also mention that the Eliot scholar Anthony Cuda is writing an exciting book about how Eliot shaped 

the work of poets such as Sylvia Plath, Randall Jarrell, Seamus Heaney, and Louise Glück. 

Robert Crawford: Though I do understand why people often see—and hear—“The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock” as inventing modern poetry in English, I think The Waste Land does so more comprehensively. It’s 

as if this poem can give anything—a cry, a list of place-names, a snatch of conversation, a Sanskrit word, a 

nursery rhyme, an echo—an almost infinite and carrying resonance that brings with it unforgettable intensity. 

Ezra Pound who, prior to editing The Waste Land,  had just been editing an English translation of an avant-

garde collage-style French poem by Jean Cocteau, helped give the poem its intensity; but the words were 

Eliot’s. 

As I’ve argued in Young Eliot, Pound’s editing was highly ethical in that he did not add or substitute words of 

his own; he just honed what Eliot had written. Eliot had learned from Pound’s bricolage style, but where 

Pound went on to go on and on and on, Eliot (with Pound’s editorial help) learned as a young poet just when 
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to stop. That’s a great gift. So the poem exemplifies at once the way in which poetry can incorporate all kinds 

of diverse materials; yet it also constitutes a supreme example of poetic intensity. It’s quite a combination—

and one from which innumerable poets (from Auden to Xu Zhimo and from MacDiarmid to Okigbo and 

beyond) have learned. 

David Barnes: Basil Bunting famously compared Ezra Pound’s Cantos to the Alps: a poet ‘would have to go 

a long way around’ if they wanted to avoid them. I don’t know if The Waste Land is quite like that. Certainly, 

poetry was not the same after The Waste Land; at the same time, it’s perhaps more difficult to trace the 

influence of the poem than it is with Pound’s experimentations. In some ways, it’s quite difficult to go 

forward after The Waste Land, as it’s a poem that seems to have said it all. I sometimes wonder if The Waste 

Land hasn’t had more of an influence on the modern novel. 

Evelyn Waugh named A Handful of Dust (1934) after a line from the poem, of course; Fitzgerald’s The Great 

Gatsby (1925) contains a number of conscious echoes of The Waste Land in its descriptions of the New York 

cityscape. And in post-war writers, that influence continued: Sam Selvon’s novel of alienated Caribbean 

immigrants, The Lonely Londoners (1956) begins with a description of the foggy “unrealness” of the London 

scene. 

Jeanette Winterson’s novels are steeped in quotations from Eliot. The Waste Land has seeped into culture as a 

moving set of referents to describe urban alienation, fracture, cultural collapse. It also has a striking ability, 

inherent in its form I suppose, to speak across cultures. Jahan mentioned the impact of the text on Caribbean 

poets like Walcott and Braithwaite; and although it’s a poem focused on London, the apex of political and 

economic power, its language and structure seem also to destabilise, decentre. 

* 

What do contemporary writers—poets especially—owe to The Waste Land? Do you think the landscape 

of writing today would be very different were it not for the poem? 

Beci Carver: Without being able to prove it but knowing it to be true, I would say that the availability of The 

Waste Land as a model has made it possible for poets ever since 1922 to demand more of their readers than 

they would have dreamt of doing before. Eliot liked difficulty, and one of his gifts to other poets was to make 

difficulty feasible for them. I would go so far as to say that every fridge magnet poetry kit put to the service of 

mad compositions owes its humor to Eliot. 

But there are unflattering stories that need to be told about Eliot’s influence too, especially in light of what we 

now know about his toxic prejudices. When quotes revealing the extent of Eliot’s anti-Semitism started to 

float from Robert Crawford’s biography to Twitter’s limelight, I opened WhatsApp to find a flood of angry 

eloquence from my Jewish ex-girlfriend, who couldn’t believe what she was reading. Haffenden in his 
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introduction to the new volume of letters explains that Eliot’s anti-Semitism belongs to a larger theory of 

literary culture premised upon national insularity. 

In other words it wasn’t so much that Eliot hated any particular ethnic or ethno-religious group but that his 

adoptive English nativism made him generally suspicious of newcomers. I find this argument at once 

plausible and deeply alarming, and as a long-term admirer of Eliot, I wish I could disprove it. In his capacity 

as an insular English nationalist, Eliot may, to a degree, be held responsible for embedding British imperialist 

values in the literary canon, and even for inventing the literary canon as a phenomenon. It is partly because 

we are still, a hundred years on, reading the books Eliot told us to read, that, as Jed Esty argues in his dazzling 

little polemic, The Future of Decline, we are going to have to rethink literary history from scratch. 

But at the same time that we know Eliot to have espoused a conservative view of literary tradition, it can be 

hard to see The Waste Land as an especially conservative text. When Donald Davie in 1957 started to worry 

that English literature risked becoming “parochial” after the fall of the British Empire, the poet that came to 

mind for him as an English nativist was Robert Graves, who went out of his way to magpie Anglo-Saxon 

words. For Davie, Eliot’s multilingualism in The Waste Land meant that English was losing its privileged 

status as the language everyone spoke, and that, in order to be relevant, ambitious modern poetry needed to 

open its arms to the world. 

Jahan Ramazani: The Forward Prize-winning poet Daljit Nagra told me he used to drive around London 

listening to Eliot on his car’s audio system. Growing up in a Punjabi household in London, he was astonished 

in school to see a white, canonical, “English” poet repeatedly using the Sanskrit word “shantih,” a word often 

on the lips of family members, including a Sikh grandfather who chanted it daily in meditation. For Nagra, as 

for some other poets with roots in non-Western parts of the world, Eliot’s use of Indian cultural materials 

seems an important opening to a more global poetics. 

Drawing on Eliot’s example, Nagra delights in throwing Punjabi up against English diction, song lyrics 

against writerly texts, spirited vernacular up against high art. Eliot’s poem helped create a juxtapositional, 

cross-cultural set of structures that have been useful for postcolonial and BAME writers trying to mediate 

between different aspects of their own hybrid, in-between experience. Written during an earlier phase of 

globalization, the poem’s multilingual, globe-straddling example has been valuable for poets of an even more 

globalized twenty-first century. 

I’ll comment on the poem’s relevance to contemporary poets writing about climate change in response to the 

final question. 

Robert Crawford: The poem is such a key landmark that all modern poets know it, whether they swerve 

around it, crash into it, or attempt to assimilate it. It’s become as unignorable as Shakespeare. As someone 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 613  november  2022 

 

143 

who writes poetry as well as biography and criticism, I have “skin in the game,” and so there’s a danger that I 

skew things too much in my own interest, but let’s just say that a poem whose three-word title is “The Waste 

Land” is bound to resonate widely in an era which fears environmental degradation. 

Again, a poem which engages so courageously and adventurously with fears of mental and emotional collapse 

and (however bleakly) with sex and longing is never likely to lose its relevance. I think Jahan’s recent lecture 

on “Burying the Dead: The Waste Land, Eco-Critique and World Elegy,” which I was lucky enough to hear in 

London at the International T. S. Eliot Summer School, and which, I gather, is available to read free in 

volume 4 of the T. S. Eliot Studies Annual, is the most brilliant recent piece of Eliot criticism. It shows 

strikingly just how relevant the poem is to a great range of contemporary poets. 

David Barnes: I think it’s had a vast influence. It’s also, along with Joyce’s Ulysses, become one of the 

flagship texts of modernism, a kind of gateway into the avant-garde. There are lots of other long experimental 

poems that are interesting. I should mention Hope Mirrlees’s Paris, published three years before The Waste 

Land, and a similar kaleidoscope of voices and references. In terms of contemporary poets, I think a poem 

like Alice Oswald’s Dart (2002) probably couldn’t exist without The Waste Land. Dart, following a river as it 

flows through rural Devon, presents a very different kind of setting to The Waste Land. Yet those strange 

haunting voices across the river, ghosts, past echoes and repeating refrains feel very Eliotic to me. 

* 

Eliot’s poem came out of a period of intense mental anguish; Eliot wrote the poem in recovery from 

severe stress and anxiety. How can you see that experience reflected in the poem? 

Beci Carver: When I published my first piece on The Waste Land over a decade ago I was convinced it was 

about moving house in the throes of a property market crisis, and remember finding it desperately significant 

that the only furnished room in the text had a draught. A decade later, I argued in another piece that what Eliot 

was really worried about was the rise of finance capitalism; I decided that for all his cultural conservatism, he 

was a socialist in his economic thinking. 

But then, this July at the Eliot International Summer School in London, Megan Quigley gave a brilliant paper 

on the burnt half of Eliot’s correspondence with his secret American lover Emily Hale and I began to see bits 

of love letters everywhere in the poem’s sighs and ellipses. The truth is that, like any full life, Eliot’s in the 

late 1910s and early 1920s was dense with a hundred sadnesses, and because of the poem’s rare ore-like 

ability to absorb everything around it, we will always keep finding more meaning in its words and silences. 

Robert Crawford: Well, only part of the poem was written while in recovery. Much of it was written while 

Eliot was in the midst of stress and anxiety. In fact, a few of the earliest fragments (if we believe Valerie 

Eliot, as I’m inclined to do) may date from his time as a graduate student in America. So the poem accrues 

https://www.liverpooluniversitypress.co.uk/journals/id/116/volume/4/issue/1/article/67905/
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over a substantial number of years, and is spliced together. It’s as if Eliot has been saving up poems and bits 

of poems in a secret drawer, waiting for them to coalesce. 

That’s the way quite a lot of poets operate, and it’s certainly the way Eliot worked throughout much of his 

writing life. With the release of the Hale letters, we can appreciate more fully the poem’s emotional roots and 

freight. We can realise how, amongst other things, The Waste Land is a love poem, but a poem of love gone 

terribly, hurtfully wrong. Eliot’s wish to sunder poetry from biography was a way of trying to protect himself 

even as he exposed his deepest emotions in complex and piercing verse. Something remarkable is the way he 

was able to articulate his sense of anguish while in the midst of situations that threatened to break him (and 

even did break him, in some ways). 

The poem accrues over a substantial number of years, and is spliced together. It’s as if Eliot has been saving 

up poems and bits of poems in a secret drawer, waiting for them to coalesce. 

Astonishingly, that ability is there in so much of his later work too—in “The Hollow Men” and “Ash-

Wednesday,” for instance. And it may be exemplified by the way he is able to write the later Quartets while 

having to deal with the day-to-day threat of death as a result of saturation bombing. If he had seen much of St 

Louis destroyed by a cyclone when he was eight, and had imagined London falling around him in The Waste 

Land, then later in his life he would become the greatest poet of World War II while living through the 

London Blitz. 

David Barnes: I’ve come to see the poem as more specific and less universal the more I’ve read it. I don’t 

mean that it doesn’t have a universal appeal – but I think that’s more to do with the way that the sounds and 

textures of the poem work, rather than any part of its content. Part of that is recognising the ways in which the 

poem comes out of a particular moment of stress and anxiety for Eliot, and the ways in which the 

psychological treatment he underwent with Roger Vittoz impacted the development of the poem. 

At the same time, the poem comes out of a specific political context. Eliot was working with Lloyd’s Bank in 

London on the way that war debt should be distributed, and worrying about the political landscape of post-

war Europe. If you read the drafts of the poem, you also note a disturbing antipathy to humanity, manifesting 

in a kind of disgust with the urban crowd. Words like ‘swarming’ and ‘crawling’ feature, and we know Eliot 

was interested in eugenicist ideas (overlapping with the anti-Semitism and misogyny that is now, rightly, a 

large part of the critical debate on Eliot). 

* 

Individual lines from the poem—“April is the cruellest month,” “a handful of dust” etc.—are instantly 

memorable, and have become embedded in our collective cultural consciousness. Why is this, do you 

think? 
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Beci Carver: I wonder whether the memorability of that first line has something to do with the famous radio 

recording of Eliot reading The Waste Land in which “cruellest” absorbs all the quirks of his Anglicized 

American accent. But what seems most strange to me about these phrases and others we tend to remember is 

that they aren’t in themselves especially distinctive or beautiful—though there are plenty of distinctive and 

beautiful phrases in the poem we could have memorized instead. The other day I bumped into the phrase 

‘handful of dust’ in Conrad and wondered why I’d never noticed it before. How is it that Eliot can make you 

remember phrases with no beauty in them, that aren’t even his? 

I’m conscious that this isn’t to answer the question but to complicate it. One answer could be that the very 

non-distinctiveness of some of Eliot’s phrases opens them to outside projection, so that we can find whatever 

we want in them and believe they belong to almost anyone. Lots of The Waste Land is echoed from other 

places and we could say that the poem’s reliance on theft gives certain of its lines a quality of innate 

stollenness, as though they may never be owned. Years ago I wondered why the novel Evelyn Waugh wrote 

about his divorce from Evelyn Gardner was called A Handful of Dust, although there are no other obvious 

references to Eliot in the book—and nor is Waugh in any obvious way a modernist writer. 

I eventually decided that Waugh must be quietly referring to the tiny son of Tony and Brenda Last whose 

handful of life is tragically lost at the beginning of the novel, and it struck me as a lovely paradox that, at the 

same time that that phrase is by its nature so open-ended, Waugh’s split-second elegy in the title lets it mean 

something particular and tender. 

Lots of The Waste Land is echoed from other places and we could say that the poem’s reliance on theft gives 

certain of its lines a quality of innate stollenness, as though they may never be owned. 

Jahan Ramazani: According to Eliot, “all art emulates the condition of ritual. That is what it comes from and 

to that it must always return for nourishment.” Poetic forms are rooted in ritualistic repetitions and rhythms, 

although Eliot often fragments and suspends those patterns. He remarks that “the ghost of some simple metre 

should lurk behind the arras in even the ‘freest’ verse.” 

In The Waste Land, pentameter, ballad meter, popular song, prayer, and other rhythmical forms often lurk. 

Eliot also interweaves rhyme and other sonic repetitions through his unrhymed verse. One of the reasons his 

lines and phrases are memorable is that they are nourished by the underlying ritualism—repetition, cadence, 

music—of literary and cultural traditions, even as he deforms and decontextualizes them, almost beyond 

recognition. 

Robert Crawford: It’s his ear. He simply has such a precisely calibrated sense of the acoustics of language. 

And he has the intellectual capacity to articulate it too. His explanation (in his 1932-33 Harvard lectures) of 
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how the “auditory imagination” works, fusing the most ancient with the contemporary, is one of the best 

explanations of how great poetry operates. 

And not long before The Waste Land he writes that manifesto essay (really a book review) “The Metaphysical 

Poets.” That piece makes it clear that precisely what Samuel Johnson detested in Donne and Metaphysical 

poetry—that sense of “heretogeneous ideas… yoked by violence together”—is precisely what Eliot loves; and 

it’s what makes The Waste Land sing. It works at the level of image, phrase, verse paragraph, and emotion: 

“April” and “cruellest month” do not go together, so when they are yoked together by a certain intellectual, 

emotional, and verbal violence, we register the shock. 

David Barnes: The Waste Land has a loose iambic metre, and its musicality is something that makes its 

phrases memorable. At the same time, it’s also the sense that the diverse voices that call out from the poem 

demand a particular kind of attention (Eliot’s original title was “He do the police in different voices”). It’s as 

if they were different characters grabbing us by the arm to talk to us: “I will show you fear in a handful of 

dust,” “What are you thinking?,” “Stetson!” 

In this sense, The Waste Land unfolds, each new time we read it, a bit like a theatrical performance (the poem 

has various references to dramatic works). It has, without overstressing the point, a kind of multi-sensory 

quality. In the therapy Eliot underwent with Vittoz, he would have been asked to concentrate on particular 

words, or objects, and it feels that we as readers are also being asked to concentrate. 

* 

There are lots of different and seemingly competing fragments in The Waste Land: high culture and 

literature, religion, ragtime jazz, gramophones, tinned food, garbage, music hall, a London pub. How 

do we begin to make sense of all of this? 

Beci Carver: About a week ago, I heard Matthew Bevis give a talk on lyric poetry, all about how poems 

written in the drifting, song-like, intimate way The Waste Land is can suggest ‘the nascency of the actual.’ I 

think this phrase beautifully captures how events in poems can seem to come into existence as you’re reading, 

and I think what makes The Waste Land’s mad mixture of everyday ephemera—jazz, tins, divans, etc.—so 

arresting is exactly this effect of watching each one come from nowhere, out of the blue. 

Eliot likes lists I think because, at our end, reading them is a little like watching a magician pull a string of 

colored scarves from her sleeve: we never know what will come next. There’s a sentence in the poem I 

always have to read in three ways at once: “The river bears no empty bottles, sandwich papers, / Silk 

handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigarette ends / Or other testimony of summer nights,” because the first time 

I read it I see the bottles etc, the second time I tell myself they aren’t there, and the third I have to juggle my 

knowledge that they aren’t there with the fact that I can still see them. 
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Eliot plays another trick with the “silk handkerchiefs”—i.e. condoms, since that’s what the phrase would have 

meant to his first readers. The word “silk” is an anomaly among the rubbish until we recognise the slang, so it 

loses the anomaly status that makes it stand out just before the whole list vanishes. The condoms disappear 

twice. 

Jahan Ramazani: Isn’t that the modern urban world? Isn’t the poem the closest a poet could get a hundred 

years ago to the mad heterogeneity we now experience on the Internet? Yet many of Eliot’s anglophone 

contemporaries hadn’t yet opened their poetry to modernity’s strange collisions of high and low, beauty and 

ugliness, the foul debris of waste and the flowers of romantic longing. Drawing on French symbolist 

examples and his own experience, Eliot did. Eliot scholar Frances Dickey is writing a fascinating book about 

the sensory experiences of urban life, including the sounds, odors, and sights of St. Louis, as imprinted on 

Eliot and transmogrified in his poetry. 

Eliot’s famous words about Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring” also illuminate The Waste Land: both works seem 

“to transform the rhythm of the steppes into the scream of the motor horn, the rattle of machinery, the grind of 

wheels, the beating of iron and steel, the roar of the underground railway, and the other barbaric cries of 

modern life; and to transform these despairing noises into music.” That’s one of the qualities that makes his 

poetry feel strangely alive and vibrant today. 

Isn’t the poem the closest a poet could get a hundred years ago to the mad heterogeneity we now experience 

on the Internet? 

Robert Crawford: We make sense of it all by listening, and by realising how much the poem is stretching 

our hearing, our feeling, and our comprehension. Reading it is like having to cross a very busy major road. 

You need to be very alert to dodge the traffic; but there’s a certain pleasure in doing so, and becoming 

conscious of some of the manoeuvres involved. If people struggle with the poem, it’s often because they think 

it’s a sort of cerebral crossword, and that spending hours in a library will let them come up with the solution, 

The Answer. 

Well, it is a poem of great intellectual ambition; but the best thing to do is to read it aloud, even struggling 

with the bits in unfamiliar tongues, and to trust your intuition. In my experience, most people intuit that there 

is deep, and deeply disturbed emotion in the poem—and it’s the emotion that moves the reader as much as 

(and, I suspect, more than) the intellectual reach. 

I’m very lucky in being the first Eliot biographer to be able to have access to his huge and passionate 

correspondence with Emily Hale, the woman who (as far as Eliot’s poetry is concerned) was the love of his 

life. And I’m convinced that knowing more about his emotional life—which I’ve set out particularly in Eliot 
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After The Waste Land—encourages us to trust our intuition that Eliot’s is a powerfully emotional poetry. The 

women in his life registered that, and knew there was a cost. 

David Barnes: I’m still grappling with this question. Eliot was reading the extracts of Ulysses in The Little 

Review before he wrote The Waste Land, and there may have been a sense in which he was inspired by 

Joyce’s method, undercutting the usual distinctions between “high” and “low” culture, and putting everything 

in to his text. I say everything, and of course that’s not quite true of course; but both writers were engaged in 

trying to represent a wide cross-section of urban life. 

Both writers use myth to cut a way through these landscapes—indeed Eliot said, in his essay on Ulysses, that 

myth presented a device for ordering “the vast panorama of futility and anarchy” of modern life. I think Eliot 

was striving for a method that could include all the things in life he noticed, which weren’t necessarily the 

usual subjects of poetry. On the other hand, it is a “waste” land, after all, and it could be that Eliot is drawing 

on the idea of waste, bringing our attention to the things that are discarded by society. In that sense it is—or 

could be—a fairly conservative critique of contemporary culture as cheapened and disposable. And you can’t 

avoid the fact that the poem’s voice can at times feel condescending and snobbish, as in the passage about the 

typist and the “young man carbuncular.” 

* 

The Waste Land emerged in a post-war context of economic uncertainty, conflict, political 

fragmentation. How does The Waste Land speak to our own uncertain age? 

Beci Carver: In my view it would be a bad thing if we were to respond to the current welter of crises as Eliot 

did, turning ourselves into insular nationalists mourning the loss of a nebulous tradition. I probably differ 

from most of the members of this roundtable in spending a substantial portion of my time in the classroom 

with students for whom Eliot is still a novelty. 

A couple of years ago, my colleagues and I decided to remove Conrad’s Heart of Darkness from our 

modernism module on the grounds that, in the lightning flash of a term-time week, we could not adequately 

contextualize its racism, and when I was a uni student in the 2000s our wonderful supervisor Santanu Das 

introduced us to The Waste Land alongside Anthony Julius’s T. S. Eliot, Anti-Semitism, and Literary Form. 

On a pedagogical level at least, I don’t think we can afford to present Eliot as someone who had appropriate 

answers to give to modernity’s problems. 

But one good thing that The Waste Land may incentivize us to do in 2022 is to find a language perfectly 

suited to the present in which to describe the present’s concerns. There were plenty of poets in 1922 who 

continued to churn out the kinds of poems they had always written. But Eliot chose to speak to his moment. 
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Better than that, he made words written thousands of years ago sound like coinages of his poem, so that 

reading The Waste Land now we hear its words as modern. 

Jahan Ramazani: A poem that begins with a section titled “The Burial of the Dead,” The Waste Land speaks 

powerfully, I argue in a recent essay, to the planetary grief and apocalyptic dread that characterize our era of 

climate change. If we take seriously Eliot’s theory of literary change—that today’s literature is “altered by the 

present as much as the present is directed by the past”—The Waste Land is effectively becoming a different 

poem in the time of the Great Acceleration. 

Though sometimes read as mourning the war dead or Eliot’s father or his marriage or Western civilization, 

the poem increasingly seems like a lament for all the above and more—even the world itself. Newly resonant 

in our moment are the poem’s desertified, rocky landscape, its unburied corpses, its polluted air, its “dry 

sterile thunder without rain,” its rivers sunken or sweating oil and tar or strewn with garbage, its accusation of 

the culpable reader, its diffused sense of catastrophe on a global scale, and its refusal to pretend that the losses 

it mourns can be redeemed. 

Contemporary poets responding to climate change often echo the language and forms of The Waste Land, a 

paradigmatic poem of world-encompassing, apocalyptic mourning. Jorie Graham repurposes Eliot’s 

repurposing of Shakespeare’s “sea change” for the more literal sea changes brought by melting ice caps. John 

Powell Ward recycles apocalyptic language from The Waste Land in his poem “Hurry Up Please, It’s Time,” 

enumerating individual efforts to stave off climate apocalypse and salvage humanity. Echoing Eliot’s list of 

fallen and doomed civilizations, Lavinia Greenlaw recites the names of cities at risk of being obliterated by 

sea level rise, “Calcutta, Tokyo, San Francisco, / Venice, Amsterdam, Baku, / Alexandria, Santo Domingo.” 

Adapting strategies from The Waste Land to angrily grieve the effects of climate change, Peter Reading 

collages scientific report, journalism, the ubi sunt tradition, autobiography, and prophetic invective, while 

surveying the future of the planet. Simon Armitage transforms the biblical story of Noah’s ark into a warning 

about climate change, borrowing from The Waste Land the collapsing of boundaries between song and text, 

winter and spring, the Caimans and Antarctica. In one of a series of climate poems, Patience Agbabi 

redeploys the space-shifting freedom of Eliot’s poem, leaping back and forth between an air flight and the 

effects below of fossil-fuel emissions on the flood-ravaged Nepalese landscape. 

In a brilliant unpublished poem, “The West Land,” Scottish poet and Eliot biographer Robert Crawford 

resituates The Waste Land in the scorched and burning landscape of a dystopian Australia. Because Eliot 

devises poetic equipment for traversing enormous distances in space and in time, The Waste Land provides 

contemporary poets with the means to grapple with and mourn the vast geophysical changes ravaging our 

planet. 
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Robert Crawford: Yes, I agree with Jahan. It’s the sense of a land laid waste that resonates with us now in a 

way that may be disconcertingly different to the impact that the poem had on readers in 1922. Also it’s the 

uncanny registering of acute mental and emotional distress. The Waste Land, first published in highbrow little 

magazines and (in book form) by avant-garde presses (in England by Leonard and Virginia Woolf’s Hogarth 

Press in 1923), was a very elite poem when it came out—a poem that an Oxford student toff would declaim 

through a megaphone as a way of showing off. 

Yet over the decades its uncanny grip has been felt by more and more people across a range of cultures, 

classes, races, genders on every continent. Eliot may have been an intellectual elitist, a self-confessed snob, 

and at times a cutting and cruel man with antisemitic and racist streaks who could exploit women; but (as well 

as being, e.g., a brilliant publisher, critic, children’s writer, successful dramatist, public intellectual, and poet) 

he was also a human being who registered deep hurt, love, longing, and spiritual hunger. 

In other words, like it or not, he was like most of us. What made him exceptional was the way he could so 

memorably articulate what are common human experiences, and give them a new, sharper figuration in words 

that go on ringing and are unlikely to fall silent. Particularly since the release of the Hale letters, we can 

understand him anew. And that process has a long way to run! 

Eliot may have been an intellectual elitist, a self-confessed snob, and at times a cutting and cruel man with 

antisemitic and racist streaks who could exploit women; but he was also a human being who registered deep 

hurt, love, longing, and spiritual hunger. 

David Barnes: There is a sense of collapse or doom in The Waste Land—those “falling towers,” the feeling 

of ruin and fragmentation that pervades the poem. Eliot was animated both by his own personal stresses and 

anxieties, and by wider fears for society. Through his work at the bank he was getting an inside view of the 

political and economic turmoil of post-war Europe. He worried in particular that the war reparations imposed 

on Germany and Austria would lead to dangerous political implications. 

He wrote to his mother that the “reorganisation” of nations that had been imposed by the Treaty of Versailles 

had been a “fiasco.” Again, this can manifest itself in a right-wing politics of fear—anxiety about the 

(revolutionary?) mass and the crowd. It’s always a challenge for a writer to address the anxieties of the age: 

climate change, environmental collapse, war, financial instability. Eliot’s poem is one model of how a poet 

might address collective fears, folding them into patterns of myth and history in a text that is simultaneously 

archaic and absolutely contemporary. 

* 
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