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Comic Gold 

The Easterner Goes West in Three Early American Comics 

By Alex Andriesse 

The California Gold Rush transformed the landscape and population of the United States. It also introduced a 

new figure into American life and the American imagination — the effete Eastern urbanite who travels to the 

Wild West in quest of his fortune. Alex Andriesse examines how this figure fares in three mid-nineteenth-

century comic books. 

 

Title page to Outline History of an Expedition to California (1849), one of the early American comics about 

the Californian Gold Rush — Source. 

There is something funny about the California Gold Rush. The sequence of events, real though they are, have 

all the makings of a tall tale — or a grim joke. 

On January 24, 1848, James Marshall, who was overseeing the construction of a sawmill on the American 

River in Coloma, California, accidentally discovered gold. News spread fast. By the end of 1849, an estimated 

80,000 people — predominantly men, about half of whom hailed from the urbanized northeastern United 

States1 — had traveled to the West Coast in one of three ways: overland, through Indian Territory; by ship, 

sailing around Cape Horn; or by steamer to Panama, where they crossed the Isthmus and caught a second 

steamer to San Francisco. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#alex-andriesse
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3431809
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn1
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According to the tall-tale version of events, the forty-niners arrived and, as long as they worked hard, endured 

the wilderness, and survived the rough-and-tumble culture of New California, they were in a pretty good 

position to strike it rich. According to the grim-joke angle, these same forty-niners arrived with dreams of 

“picking up gold by the bushel”2 only to find that mining work was arduous, Californian inflation outrageous, 

and the likelihood of making money almost nil.3 

 

The Way They Go to California (1849), published by N. Currier — Source. 

The truth seems to be somewhere in between these two extremes. Approximately half of the forty-niners 

turned a profit either as miners or merchants — although these profits seldom approached the life-changing 

jackpots they’d imagined back home. For every Levi Strauss (whose denim empire was founded in San 

Francisco in 1853), there were countless others whose fortunes remained unaltered or who were ruined by the 

costly voyage and the frequently bloodthirsty hunt for gold. This is not even to mention the damage done to 

African American, Chinese, and Mexican forty-niners by the violent racism rampant among disappointed 

whites. “Any mysterious outrage was attributed to ‘Mexicans’”, Josiah Royce wrote in his 1886 history of 

California; “any American wretch who chanced to find it useful could in moments of excitement divert 

suspicion from himself, by mentioning the Mexicans in general, or any particular Mexicans, as the authors of 

his crimes.”4 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn3
https://www.loc.gov/item/91481165/
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn4
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This is only one of many aspects of the Gold Rush that continue to cast a shadow on American culture. 

Whatever the consequences for individual forty-niners — one in twelve of whom were killed by disease, 

accident, or human violence — the discovery of gold in Coloma produced tremendous changes in the 

nation.5 It relocated hundreds of thousands of settlers, transformed the village of Yerba Buena into the city of 

San Francisco, polluted western waters, destroyed the soil, and led to the dispossession and genocide of more 

than ten thousand Native Californians. 

 

Things as They Are (1849), by Henry Serrell & S. Lee Perkins. Note the caption in the bottom right-hand 

corner: “Clear you D[amne]d Foreigner our law is the law of might.” — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn5
https://calisphere.org/exhibitions/14/environmental-impact-in-the-gold-rush-era/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/02/real-story-49ers/605911/
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2008661518/
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J. Brandard, The Bar of a Gambling Saloon, lithograph from Frank Marryat’s Mountains and Molehills, or 

Recollections of a Burnt Journal, 1855 — Source. 

The Gold Rush also introduced new figures into the American imagination. The Chinese worker with his wide 

palm-fiber field hat, the frontiersman with his sugar loaf or panama, the Mexican with his sombrero, and 

(most out of place of all) the effete urban Easterner struck with gold fever who’s gone west on a wing and a 

prayer. This Easterner was not solely a figure of the imagination, either. While no small number of forty-

niners were desperate or destitute, many others were thoroughly middle-class city-dwellers who, as Brian 

Roberts writes, “joined the rush for a variety of reasons: for gold, to be sure, but also to escape… the 

stultifying walls of moral codes and lawyers’ offices”.6 These men did not conform to their contemporaries’ 

idea of who belonged in California any better than they conform to the popular image of the Wild West 

today. The Independent Gold Hunter on His Way to California, printed by Currier & Ives, is emblematic of 

the satirical view many Easterners took of their “Argonaut” brethren. Laden with pots and pans, a string of 

sausages and a shovel, the would-be prospector is shown in his town clothes, striding along, still 1700 miles 

from his destination — the very picture of foolhardiness. 

https://digitalassets.lib.berkeley.edu/honeyman/ucb/images/HN000118aA.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn6
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The Independent Gold Hunter on His Way to California: I neither Borrow nor Lend (ca. 1849), published by 

N. Currier — Source. 

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/cph.3b50520/
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Narratives quickly attached themselves to this laughable figure, emphasizing both the real and the imagined 

dangers that could be encountered on a journey to the West. For those going overland, these included 

immense unmapped distances, hostile Native Americans (whose territory was being violated), starvation, 

dehydration, and disease. For those going by way of Panama, there were the added possibilities of being 

shipwrecked, eaten by an alligator, or stranded in a foreign land. For those going around Cape Horn, there 

were all the usual perils of a long ocean journey conducted entirely by wind and sail. Over all these narratives 

hung the question why? Why leave home and hearth? Why forsake civilization? Why risk life and limb for an 

improbable promise of wealth? 

Questions like these were implicit not only in the lithographs and cartoons of these years, but also in a form 

recently introduced to North America: the comic book.7 In The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump (ca. 

1850), Journey to the Gold Diggins (1849), and Outline History of an Expedition to California (1849), the 

figure of the Eastern Argonaut was set into motion and put to the test. 

The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump, a children’s book, is by far the least sophisticated of the bunch. Its 

drawings are stiff, its captions brief, and its story is demented. An unlikely-looking schoolboy called Mr. Tom 

Plump, who is — you guessed it — plump, runs away from his Eastern home and sets sail for California. 

Once there, Mr. Plump “gets poor” (meaning he loses weight) and finds some gold, which disappears when 

his mule is frightened by a bear. On arriving back home, he in turn frightens his parents, who don’t recognize 

him now that he’s thin. Soon enough, however, “good living makes him fat again” and, having married a 

woman who can dance the polka, Mr. Tom Plump drowns in a river after falling through a bridge. This is a 

shaggy dog story if ever there was one. Besides getting seasick and losing his gold, Mr. Tom Plump’s 

adventures don’t have much to do with the adventures experienced by actual forty-niners. 

Browse through The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump (ca. 1850), published by Philip J. Cozans, using the book 

reader above — Source. 

Journey to the Gold Diggins, illustrated and probably written by J. A. and D. F. Read, is a masterpiece by 

comparison. Its seascapes and grotesque human figures look forward to the elaborate comics art of Tony 

Millionaire, and its story — about a skeletal “urban dandy” called Jeremiah Saddlebags — has a dreamlike 

coherence. 

Saddlebags, learning that his aunt has died and left him five hundred dollars, decides to invest the money in a 

trip to California. The prospect of prospecting excites him. In fact, it excites him so much he does a jig, 

alarming the neighbors, who’ve never known him to be so noisy before. Mortified at being caught while 

jigging, Saddlebags “considers he has made a fool of himself” (a sign of self-conscious “Eastern” 

oversensitivity that, we are supposed to understand, doesn’t bode well for his chances in the insensitive, 

hyper-masculine West). 

The subsequent action of Journey to the Gold Diggins is so relentless, it really demands to be recounted in a 

single breath. So, here goes: Saying goodbye to his fiancée, Saddlebags boards a ship to Panama, confronts an 

alligator, avoids being scalped (thanks to a well-placed wig), is captured by pirates, made to join their 

number, is captured by the military, saved from being hanged by an old friend, travels to “the diggins”, 

squabbles with fellow miners, finds a huge lump of gold, is divested of it, gambles for a smaller lump, sets off 

overland back east, eats bones with bears, is captured by Native Americans, made to join their number, 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn7
https://archive.org/details/the-adventures-of-tom-plump/mode/2up
https://www.amazon.com/Art-Tony-Millionaire/dp/1595821589/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/Art-Tony-Millionaire/dp/1595821589/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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escapes, returns to his hometown, is pursued by a racist mob who mistake him for a Native American, learns 

his gold is worthless, and entertains his fiancée by “recounting his adventures”. 

 

Page from Journey to the Gold Diggins (1849) by J. A. and D. F. Read — Source. 

Browse through J. A. and D. F. Read's Journey to the Gold Diggins (1849) by using the book reader above 

— Source. 

Like The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump, Journey to the Gold Diggins is about a man who has no business 

going west and, economically speaking, gains nothing by doing so. Yet Saddlebags at least comes out of it 

with a tale to tell — a tale that perhaps makes him more satisfied with his settled life back East. By 

extension, Journey to the Gold Diggins seems designed to regale its Eastern readers with a sensational story 

that reassures them about their decision to stay home, looking down their noses at dupes like Saddlebags who 

squander their lives in a greedy search for gold. 

Greed is explicitly the theme of Outline History of an Expedition to California (1849), which is less focused 

on a single character than either Journey to the Gold Diggins or Mr. Tom Plump. Instead, it offers a sort of 

panoramic view of the Gold Rush, following parties bound for California by all three major routes. At the 

center of this narrative swirl is, naturally, an Easterner, Jonathan Swapwell of Swapville (a not-so-subtle 

indication he is a New England merchant), who travels from his hometown to New York City and from New 

York City to California, going by all three routes at once! This mind-bending approach allows the author (the 

https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447333
https://archive.org/details/jeremiah-saddlebags


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 619  february  2023 

 

10 

decidedly anonymous XOX) to depict multiple perilous journeys simultaneously. While the overland party 

trudges across the muddy Great Plains, the “Cape Horners” are shipwrecked and the “Panamains” wait 

perpetually for the San Francisco steamer to come. 

Somehow, one of the Jonathan Swapwells arrives at the California mines, where he and his partner, Pat, 

become successful merchants, swapping and dealing with the miners. As it turns out, they will be the only two 

figures in the book who escape the place unscathed. Jonathan, overhearing some miners planning to rob him, 

decamps at night with just enough gold to make a decent life for himself back in Swapville. (Pat, suffering the 

fate of minor characters since time immemorial, travels with him as far as the ship before vanishing.) But 

what might be merely dreary middle-class moralism is livened up by a frame story involving Death and the 

Devil, who start off this History by lacing a hole in California with golden “bait” and end it by filling up the 

“cavity made by the extraction of gold, with the bones of those who perished in its pursuit”. 

 

Last panel from Outline History of an Expedition to California (1849) — Source. 

Browse through Outline History of an Expedition to California (1849) by using the book reader above 

— Source. 

None of these early comics would have existed had the Gold Rush not occurred, but they were not, of course, 

pure products of events. Their creators were inspired by newspaper stories, lithographs, and word-of-mouth 

legends — as well as by the world’s first comic strip, Rodolphe Töpffer’s Histoire de M. Vieux Bois (Geneva, 

1837), translated into English as The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah Oldbuck and illegally published in America 

as early as 1842. This Swiss volume follows the melancholy yet feverish exertions of its title character in 

pursuit of his “lady love”, including several suicide attempts, a couple of prison breaks, and one escape from 

premature burial. 

https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3431809
https://archive.org/details/jeremiah-saddlebags
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Page from the ca. 1844 English edition of Rodolphe Töpffer’s The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah 

Oldbuck — Source. 

https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447331
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Page from the ca. 1844 English edition of Rodolphe Töpffer’s The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah 

Oldbuck — Source. 

Töpffer’s ridiculous lovesick European served as a model for American artists depicting ridiculous gold-sick 

Easterners. The author of The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump, for example, took something from Töpffer’s 

obsession with human forms that alternate between fat and thin, while the authors of Journey to the Gold 

Diggins imitated not only Oldbuck’s oblong format but also specific postures and scenes. 

 

Comparison showing similar scenes: the first and third images from The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah 

Oldbuck (1844 English edition), and the second and fourth from Journey to the Gold Diggins (1849). 

https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447331
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The urban Easterner out of his element in the West proved to be an abiding figure in the American 

imagination.8 Even after the Gold Rush, the young man who decides to light out for the territories would 

appear time and again. In John Williams’ novel Butcher’s Crossing (1960), he is Will Andrews, a preacher’s 

son from Boston who wants to commune with the natural world but, going on a buffalo hunt in 1870s 

Colorado, finds himself merely participating in mindless slaughter. In Jim Jarmusch’s movie Dead 

Man (1995), he is William Blake, an accountant from Cleveland who intends to take a job at the metal works 

in the Western town of Machine but ends up wounded and wanted, transformed into an outlaw in the 

wilderness. 

Such characters personify, just as surely as Jeremiah Saddlebags, the anxieties that surrounded the voluntary 

mass migration to the West. The upheaval that followed the discovery of gold in California in 1848 made 

clear how willing even “civilized” Easterners were to leave their homes at the drop of a hat. The greedy, the 

desperate, the aimless, the ambitious, the curious, the romantic — all found reasons to go. Civilization, with 

its wage work and promise of relative security, was no match for their dreams of a better, freer life out in the 

great unknown. This part of the Gold Rush story, at least, still holds us in its sway. 

Public Domain Works 

• The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump 

Philip J. Cozans1850 

o Beinecke Library 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Journey to the Gold Diggins 

J. A. and D. F. Read1849 

o Beinecke Library 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Outline History of an Expedition to California 

X. O. X.1849 

o Beinecke Library 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics#fn8
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1590171985/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=Jim+Jarmusch+Dead+Man&ref=nb_sb_noss/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=Jim+Jarmusch+Dead+Man&ref=nb_sb_noss/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447335
https://archive.org/details/the-adventures-of-tom-plump/mode/2up
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447333
https://archive.org/details/jeremiah-saddlebags
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3431809
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o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah Oldbuck 

Rodolphe Töpffer1844 

o Beinecke Library 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• Father of the Comic Strip: Rodolphe Töpffer 

By David Kunzle 

Sixty years before the comics entered the American newspaper press, Rodolphe Töpffer of Geneva (1799-

1846), schoolmaster, university professor, polemical journalist, art critic, landscape draftsman, and writer of 

fiction, travel tales, and social criticism, invented a new art form: the comic strip, or "picture story," that is 

now the graphic novel. When he did, they became instantly popular, plagiarized, and imitated throughout 

Europe and the United States. 

More Info and Buy 

https://archive.org/details/outlinehistoryof00unse/mode/2up
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/vufind/Record/3447331
https://archive.org/details/theadventuresofmr.obadiaholdbuck
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• American Alchemy: The California Gold Rush and Middle-Class Culture 

By Brian Roberts 

California during the gold rush was a place of disputed claims, shoot-outs, gambling halls, and prostitution; a 

place populated by that rough and rebellious figure, the forty-niner; in short, a place that seems utterly 

unconnected to middle-class culture. In American Alchemy, however, Brian Roberts offers a surprising 

challenge to this assumption. 

More Info and Buy 
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• Butcher's Crossing 

By John Williams 

It is the 1870s, and Will Andrews, fired up by Emerson to seek “an original relation to nature,” drops out of 

Harvard and heads west. He washes up in Butcher’s Crossing, a small Kansas town on the outskirts of 

nowhere. Butcher’s Crossing is full of restless men looking for ways to make money and ways to waste it. 

More Info and Buy 
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The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics  

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/further-reading
https://bookshop.org/shop/pdr-foa-bookshop
https://uk.bookshop.org/shop/pdr-bookshop
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/comic-gold-the-easterner-goes-west-in-three-early-american-comics
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VIA W.W. NORTON & COMPANY 

How The Renaissance Was Defined and Re-Defined 

Joseph Luzzi on the Etymological and Ideological Underpinnings of One of the World's Most Important 

Cultural Movements 

By Joseph Luzzi 

 

Renaissance, noun (from the French, re-, “back, again” + naissance, “birth”): 

1. The advent of a new kind of art and the free play of the imagination. 

2. A period when Satan ruled as the absolute master of the world. 

3. A flood of folly and hypocrisy. 

On June 9, 1882, a tall, fashionably dressed man with a trim gray mustache ambled into Ellis and White 

booksellers on London’s New Bond Street, a posh enclave studded with the city’s deluxe art dealers and 

antique shops. Heading a select group of cultural emissaries, the distinguished visitor had come to view an 

artwork that had much of Europe buzzing. Director of the print collection at the newly formed Royal Museum 

of Berlin, Friedrich Lippmann often traveled to the great European capitals looking for treasure. This time, he 

had his aim set on one special target. 

Lippmann, whose Prague accent revealed his Austro-Hungarian origins, had already made a name for himself 

as one of Europe’s finest art historians and shrewdest arbiters of aesthetic value, in both the spiritual and 

financial sense. He was married to an English woman, and his zealous charm coupled with his vast erudition 

had won him many admirers in London. Though he was on foreign turf, he felt very much at home. 

https://wwnorton.com/books/9781324004011
https://lithub.com/author/josephluzzi/
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Lippmann’s bluff and easy manner hid a serious poetic side, especially when he stood before a work of 

brilliance. He belonged to a new breed of artistic impresario called the “connoisseur,” a cultured and 

commercially savvy sect whose encyclopedic knowledge of art helped wealthy collectors and ambitious 

museums build their collections. Some of these connoisseurs—like the once impoverished Lithuanian 

immigrant Bernhard Valvrojenski, who rebranded himself as the lofty Florentine expat Bernard Berenson—

would become rich, like the magnates and moguls who employed them. But the scholarly, civic-minded 

Lippmann was more interested in adding to the glory of his new German nation, unified only recently in 

1871, than in padding his bank account. 

Besides, as the scion of a wealthy industrialist, he could afford to work for love instead of profit. Lippmann’s 

tastes ranged omnivorously, from Chinese porcelains and Italian woodcuts to Dutch etchings and Flemish oil 

paintings, and he had an eye for works that could outlast changing fashion and fickle taste. But even an eye as 

discerning as his could not have prepared itself for what the bookseller was about to reveal in an auction bloc 

antiseptically labeled Manuscript (MS) Hamilton 201, which contained a group of unfinished drawings that 

would shape the way we understand the monumental term Renaissance. 

The word Renaissance is by now so familiar that its actual meaning can become lost. 

The word Renaissance is by now so familiar that its actual meaning can become lost. It might invoke traveling 

bards singing of courtly love and damsels trailing ribbons from conical hats. Or it might suggest a dry subject 

debated over by academics who live more comfortably with the settled truths of the past than the uncertainties 

of the present. 

Whatever the word evokes, it tends to be located in what the Italians call the passato remoto—literally the 

“remote past”: something over and done with, a matter of history and a wager with time that has been 

resolved. From this perspective, the Renaissance becomes merely part of what one of its most acid detractors, 

the great Victorian critic John Ruskin, used as the title for his autobiography: Praeterita, Latin for past tense. 

But to think of the Renaissance as belonging to some lost kingdom buried in the recesses of memory is a 

mistake. For in truth, it was only around Lippmann’s time, about a hundred and fifty years ago, that the term 

began to make any sense. Crucially, the word was not coined in the place and time with which it has become 

synonymous: fourteenth- to sixteenth-century Italy in general and Florence in particular, the epoch of artistic 

colossi like Leonardo and the site of such groundbreaking works as Brunelleschi’s Duomo and 

Michelangelo’s David. Those geniuses had no terminology on hand to label the tectonic shift in cultural life 

that they were setting in motion. The term Renaissance, in its current sense as the era of world-changing 

Italian art, did not actually appear in print until 1855, when the French historian Jules Michelet wrote: 

The pleasant word “Renaissance” recalls to lovers of beauty only the advent of a new art and the free play of 

the imagination. For scholars, it is the renewal of classical studies, while for jurists, daylight begins to dawn 

over the confused chaos of our ancient customs. 

Not all of Michelet’s contemporaries were as happy about such a break with the past. One skeptic claimed 

that the Renaissance marked the devil’s return to earth to rule over humankind. Another argued that the 

coming of the secular Renaissance signaled the disappearance of the more spiritual Middle Ages, thereby 

ushering in all manner of lies and foolishness. Ruskin was harshest of all: he believed the Renaissance was on 

balance an “evil” time. 
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Despite the differing opinions, one thing is clear: the notion of the Renaissance as a light-filled, rational era 

that signaled a clean separation from what Edward Gibbon called the “barbarism and religion” of the Middle 

Ages was a powerful fiction. This seductive put-down did contain an element of truth. But the view of the 

Middle Ages as a “dark age” of antirationalism and unquestioning faith was largely a willful creation of 

Gibbon’s Enlightenment, intended to draw a bright line between religion and the “rebirth” of scientific reason 

in the Renaissance. 

In reality, some of the elements now associated with the Renaissance already existed in the medieval period, 

many of whose thinkers were committed lovers of ancient Greco-Roman culture who devoted their lives to 

learning in flourishing intellectual centers like the recently founded universities at Bologna, Cambridge, 

Heidelberg, Oxford, and the Sorbonne. Simple chronology reveals how foolish it would be to see these two 

eras in binary terms: a writer deemed eminently medieval, Dante, died in 1321, while a notional founder of 

the Renaissance, Petrarch, was born in 1304. Similarly, Christian Europe’s renewed interest in pagan authors 

like Virgil predated the Renaissance, not only in Dante but also in many other medieval scholars. In Dante’s 

own words, artists and writers of the Middle Ages were just as concerned with l’uso moderno, modern usage, 

as the forward-thinking minds that succeeded them. 

The word Renaissance depended on its prefix re-: it was an age of rebirth, rediscovery, and reinvention. 

Its roots in the Middle Ages notwithstanding, the birth of the Renaissance did arguably initiate a new outlook 

on human life that emphasized to an unprecedented degree the value of the ancient world and the power of 

rational inquiry in the arts and sciences. Late fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century Florence in particular 

began to attract a critical mass of artists and intellectuals who became synonymous with this epoch of cultural 

rebirth—an insight that we owe in large part to Giorgio Vasari’s seductive pages in Lives of the Artists. 

The cultural glories that resulted from the new ferment are well known. But many critics believed it came 

with a dark side. When Ruskin called the Renaissance evil, he was lamenting what a much later writer would 

call “the disenchantment of the world.” To Ruskin’s Gothic tastes, the mysticism and religious fervor of the 

Middle Ages had created more powerful and awe-inspiring art than what followed this period. 

Versions of Ruskin’s antirationalist bias have continued to resurface throughout history in reaction to reason-

based movements like the Renaissance, including in our own times. Whether it was Hitler’s Nazi Party 

rejecting modernist art in the name of medieval myths celebrating a “Germanic” spirit, or today’s alt-right 

propagandists advocating a “traditionalist” return to faith-based communities, a strand of modern thinking 

blames the Renaissance for the dwindling of belief in God, the loss of inherited cultural values, and the ascent 

of a soulless technocracy controlled by a bureaucratic elite. 

Despite such resistance, a core of historians in Lippmann’s time believed that the Renaissance, true to its 

etymology, represented a return to something that had been lost, especially the pagan culture of ancient times 

and the celebration of earthly life, due to the intense religiosity of the medieval world. For that generation of 

scholars, connoisseurs, and collectors, the word Renaissance depended on its prefix re-: it was an age of 

rebirth, rediscovery, and reinvention. It produced much that was new—opera, the telescope, the widespread 

application of one-point perspective in painting, to name only a few. But just as important, it revealed how to 

reuse, reconsider, and recreate ideas and practices that had slipped into oblivion. 

_____________________________________ 
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Excerpted from Botticelli’s Secret: The Lost Drawings and the Rediscovery of the Renaissance by Joseph 

Luzzi. Copyright © 2022. Available from W.W. Norton & Company. 

art historyBotticelli's Secret: The Lost Drawings and the Rediscovery of the 

RenaissanceEnlightenmentFriedrich LippmannJoseph LuzziMiddle AgesRenaissanceW.W. Norton and 

Company 

https://bookshop.org/books/botticelli-s-secret-the-lost-drawings-and-the-rediscovery-of-the-renaissance/9781324004011
https://lithub.com/tag/art-history/
https://lithub.com/tag/botticellis-secret-the-lost-drawings-and-the-rediscovery-of-the-renaissance/
https://lithub.com/tag/botticellis-secret-the-lost-drawings-and-the-rediscovery-of-the-renaissance/
https://lithub.com/tag/enlightenment/
https://lithub.com/tag/friedrich-lippmann/
https://lithub.com/tag/joseph-luzzi/
https://lithub.com/tag/middle-ages/
https://lithub.com/tag/renaissance/
https://lithub.com/tag/w-w-norton-and-company/
https://lithub.com/tag/w-w-norton-and-company/
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First trip to brewster 

By Samuel R. Delany 

 

Years ago, my then-wife Marilyn and I drove up to Brewster with an advertising woman, Rosemary Bruning. 

Rosemary was a delightful, well-tailored, if eccentric creature, on the verge of retiring, to whom all women 

were “gals” and all men were “fellows.” (I was in the front seat. Rosemary’s stepson, her daughter-in-law, 

and my wife were in the back.) Rosemary drove us through the October hills of Westchester, then Putnam 

County — “I think we haven’t quite gotten to the leaves changing yet. But next week all along through here is 

just going to be gorgeous, I can tell you!” She kept a Styrofoam coffee cup full of gin, pinkened with bitters, 

on the dashboard, from which she sipped regularly throughout the trip. “And I’ve never had an accident — 

oh, well, maybe one or two tiny ones. But I can’t afford any; not with that in here — now, can I?” 

Modern and elegant, Rosemary’s Brewster house sat on several uneven birch-covered acres, with wide glass 

walls, deep colorless carpeting, and the exterior layered in silvery barn wood. When I first opened the door, 

six or so flies, on their backs, spotted the rug, victims of the first autumn chill. 

https://astra-mag.com/contributors/samuel-r-delany
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The five of us sat in the living room around a huge coffee table, looking at evening grasses and birch groves 

through the glass wall. Somehow, Marilyn brought up the robberies we’d had recently in our Lower East Side 

apartment. 

“We had a break-in here, too, last winter,” Rosemary said. “One of the local bad boys got in, probably 

looking for liquor” — we were all drinking gin by now — “and vandalized some of the art books. He just tore 

out the pictures of the naked ladies. Some poor local Black child who lived in one of the trailer parks. You 

know perfectly well what he wanted them for. He was really a very sad fellow. I never even saw him; I felt 

sorry for him. But there was nothing we could do.” 

  

Arny Müller wasn’t a Brewster boy. Born in Queens, that outlying borough of New York, he was the 

youngest of three brothers and the one his dad — an immigrant German carpenter and “functioning alcoholic” 

— tried hardest to keep from going wrong. The social worker told him, “Look. If he doesn’t get out of this 

environment, he’s going the same route as the others.” The eldest brother, John, was out on the street and had 

been arrested and was now in jail. The other brother, Wilhelm, at eighteen, was a thief, only their dad hadn’t 

known. So his dad’s long-suffering wife, Ana, said they should send Arny out of the city to live with his 

grown sister, Lesil, who’d married an Irishman up in Brewster… 

On the phone, Lesil said yes, she’d take him, “but as soon as he gets in trouble, I’m sending him home. I’m 

not kidding!” Lesil had come up here with Joe, who’d been born in the area, because she’d already decided all 

the men in her family were pretty much a disaster. Thus, with a small suitcase into which he’d packed one 

pair of new Levi’s and two pairs of old ones, two shirts, some underwear, and some dirty magazines (that 

Wilhelm had said he could have ’cause he was finished with them), Arny took the train up to Westchester, 

where Lesil’s old man collected him from the station in the pickup.  

Arny was fourteen and, after three minutes of silence, asked, “Did you guys really want me to come?” 

At the steering wheel, Joey laughed. “Hey, family’s family, but Lee’s got some funny stories about all of 

you.” He pulled the truck around onto a turnoff that took them on a more countrified road. He didn’t say, 

however, what the stories were.  

At the four-room house, where Arny was to have the room in the back, Lesil in her apron and her hands wet 

with dishwater said, “You get a job, or you go to school.” 

Well, where was he supposed to get a job? 

So Joey said, “Come on,” and, back in the truck, drove him to the schoolhouse, and a woman with white hair 

and a green dress, who sounded like she was glad to meet them both (though Arny wasn’t so sure it was 

sincere), helped them fill out some papers. She introduced him to a kid who was thirteen but looked older than 

Arny, who took him down the hall and said it wasn’t so bad here, but he should watch out for the kids who 

lived up in High Meadow. “Them Black kids can be weird… ” Most of them were thieves, at least from each 

other. 
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One other thing Arny brought with him to Brewster was a story his brother Wilhelm had told him about his 

own job. Wilhelm had a job on a painting crew that painted apartments in neighborhoods in Brooklyn and 

Manhattan, and some of those apartments were pretty nice. “The first thing I’d do, on the second day of a 

five- or six-day job, is steal a set of keys to the building and the apartment,” Wilhelm told him, “take ’em out 

with me that night, go to Bradley’s locksmith, and have a duplicate set made, see? Then the next day I’d bring 

’em back with me, and the wife would always be wonderin’ where her keys had gotten to and talkin’ about 

having the locks changed, and we’d get started like we weren’t payin’ any attention, moving furniture around 

and stuff — and I’d pretend to find ’em down between two couch cushions or just under a sideboard or 

somethin’, and I’d hold ’em up with a grin and say, ‘Hey, I bet you were lookin’ for these,’ and give ’em back 

— she’d be all grateful because now she didn’t have to have the locks changed and shit. Then, over the next 

day or three days, we’d finish up — and between six weeks to three months later, me and my friend Nome, 

who didn’t even know any of the guys on the paint crew, would sneak back, let ourselves in when they was 

out at work, and rob them motherfuckers blind! Man, they had some nice shit! We’d do it when they was 

away on a vacation or something, come in and take that stuff out in sacks and carry it off in Nome’s truck.” 

Arny asked, “Did you keep any?” 

Wilhelm laughed. “What the fuck for? You sell that stuff — get some money! So you can have some fun.” He 

nudged Arny with his elbow as they walked along autumnal Murdock Avenue. “They’d always figure some 

Black guys did it anyway.” 

In Brewster there were supposed to be some really nice houses, though Arny hadn’t seen them yet. Joe and 

Lesil’s house was smaller than the three-story house his dad and Ana lived in back in Queens, though they 

didn’t have no kids of their own and, as far as he could tell, didn’t want any, though he was not too clear on 

how you kept that from happening.  

Joe worked for a tree company, and Lesil cleaned several of the vacation people’s houses, which, as jobs go, 

sounded pretty easy. You had to let yourself in once or twice a week during the summer when they were up 

there and not think about it the rest of the time. 

Who would want to live in one of those houses? It was too big, and keeping it clean all year round would be a 

chore. 

Arny was not surprised to learn that Lesil kept the keys for the houses she cleaned for in the kitchen drawer 

— with a cardboard tag ringed in aluminum attached to each bunch, which had an address printed on it but no 

name. Once, he opened the drawer and just stared at the key bunches in a row toward the front. He saw the 

round tag attached to one bunch, 171 HAWLING. For some reason, it just stuck in his mind. 

In school, he asked one of the kids if she knew where Hawling was, and she said, pointing off between two 

hills outside the window, “It’s up there.” So, two days later, instead of wandering back toward the village of 

Brewster, where Lesil and his brother-in-law lived, he went walking in the other direction. Eventually there 

was a sign on some tin with a rusted edge tacked up on a phone pole that said HAWLING, so that’s where he 

turned. The numbers on the mailboxes increased by fives and tens and sometimes even more, and only after 

an hour and a half walking did he reach 171. 
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It was a large house on three levels, set behind a stone wall, with an overgrown yard. The name on the empty 

mailbox set a dozen feet down the driveway was BRUNING. The fact that he knew where the keys were 

seemed… so weird; and, he realized, that he hadn’t brought them with him seemed even weirder. 

It rained the next day, but two days after that, he was back again with his book bag strapped to his shoulders 

and the keys in his fist down in his jean pocket. 

 

It was pretty clear there wasn’t anybody home. It took him ten minutes beneath the stone portico to figure out 

which of the six keys on the ring were for the two front door locks. When he finally turned the second, the 

door slipped in an inch. Arny pushed it open and stepped over the flies scattering the carpet and walked in, 

slowly, carefully, wondering at a place so grand with so many books and pictures and chairs and large 

glistening vases set in the corners. He thought about turning on a light switch, then decided not to and walked 

into another room that had a whole wall of books. The ones on the oversize bottom shelf were the largest 

books Arny had ever seen. Dropping his bag to hang from one arm, he pulled loose one, then another, and 

realized not only were they the largest books he’d encountered but, as he stood up with one in each hand, also 

the heaviest. He turned quickly and put them on the couch. Standing back, he wondered if books like these 

were actually supposed to be opened. He moved up to one.  

On the back jacket was a picture of a naked male statue, one hand down, one up on his shoulder, with penis 

and hair and everything, carved in stone. 

The other was just as big and with — he opened the cover — a whole lot of paintings of naked women, in 

color. He looked around, then put one knee up on the cushion, then pushed his hand between his legs so he 

could feel his cock getting bigger. Jesus, he thought, I could take it out and do it right here — he looked at the 

statue, then back at the painting of the woman on her back on the couch with her hand down between her legs 

and her tits and hair all down over her shoulder. 

It was the Venus of something… by somebody with a T. He looked at the statue again and wondered if he 

could pretend that the guy with cock dangling down was sticking it in the woman on the couch. He wondered 

if there was any place in Brewster where you could get dirty magazines — and pulled down his zipper, 

pushing his hand between rough teeth to grip himself. 

Turning over a few pages, Arny saw another woman, her ass to him, looking in a mirror an angel kid was 

holding up for her. Shit, he thought. He wondered if there’d be pictures of actual fucking… 

The face in the mirror looked more like a painting, though, than a reflection. (He let his bag fall on the couch 

edge; it slipped over onto the green carpet.) 

Two of Wilhelm’s dirty magazines had spots on the full pages Wilhelm had shot all over them, where some 

Black guys were fucking some white girls. That, he’d realized after a few days, made the magazines even 

more special. Again he looked at the statue and wondered if anyone had ever made a statue of someone just 

jerking off. 

As he got closer, something came back to him — how Wilhelm had said to him when they were walking to 

school, “I’m just gonna tell you this once, ’cause I don’t want you turnin’ into no cocksucker or anything. But 
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when you do it by yourself, or maybe with one of your good friends, you should eat that stuff after you shoot. 

It makes you real strong — that’s where all a guy’s strength and stuff is. You don’t wanna be one them stupid 

fuckers who lets it go to waste, now.” 

Surprised, Arny had said, “Huh?” And then, frowning: “Who… ” 

Wilhelm was breathing hard and smiling, and actually looking a little weird. “No, just look right in my eyes… 

Go on, right at me… ” He grimaced, and seemed to be standing there shaking. “Here we go,” he whispered. 

“… Oh, shit!” Wilhelm swayed, panted, and pulled his thick-fingered hand out of his pocket and looked at it, 

then looked at Arny. “There it is… You want some?” His knuckles and the back of his hand ran with creamy 

gray-white… 

Arny looked side to side. It was early in the morning. There wasn’t hardly anyone on the street yet. He looked 

down at Wilhelm’s work duds to see if his fly was open. It wasn’t. 

As Arny looked up, Wilhelm thrust his middle and little fingers into his mouth and sucked them clean. “I 

always shoot a fuckin’ big one, and I don’t like wastin’ ’em.” He pulled his hand free and pushed it at Arny. 

“Here, go on… ” He sounded coaxing. “No one’s comin’, and even if there was, they ain’t gonna see nothin’ 

like this. Take the rest.” 

Reaching up, Arny grabbed his older brother’s wrist — and licked, first the lightest drops, then the heavier. 

He felt himself get hard — which, in itself, was scary. Arny had let go, stepped back. “Did you do this with 

John before Dad kicked him out of here?” 

“Fuck, no!” Wilhelm said. “He was so afraid of come — his or anybody else’s — he had to use a different 

undershirt to wrap his dick up every time he beat off. That’s how Ana found out and why the old man kicked 

him out. It was the fuckin’ laundry bill!” Which Arny knew was supposed to be a joke. 

“How did you do that?” Arny asked. 

“You can either stick your hand down your pants, under the belt — that’s how Tony, the Black guy that 

worked in the back of Kaplan’s, used to do it, when I’d go back there. And he told me this way — ” Wilhelm 

looked down to the side. “Go on — put your hand in my pocket.” He turned in the street, beneath the hemlock 

in its paving square of dirt. 

“What you mean — ?” 

A dog ran up, barked at them, turned, and ran back down the shadowy pavement. The branches swayed 

overhead in the wind. “Go on.” Wilhelm held both arms out now from his side and bent them, one hand still 

wet, turning slightly toward his brother. 

Arny slid his hand in: it felt stiff, like something had dried inside, like rough paper more than cloth. The 

handle of a tool: jackknife, screwdriver… ? Then something wet — the come he and Wilhelm had shared. 

Pushing in farther, his fingers hit… “What the fuck is that!”  
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“That’s my dick!” Wilhelm gripped his brother’s arm to keep him from pulling out. “What you think it is? 

Tony said his cousin used to have all his pants this way.” He moved closer. “Go on. It ain’t gonna bite ya… 

Back behind Kaplan’s we’d get ourselves off two or three times in a row. He said there was a bunch of 

niggers what come by real early every mornin’ for a circle jerk. He told me how some of the other niggers 

called what Tony had told him about pocket pool. Because he was in the back at Kaplan’s Tony could pull out 

a load by reachin’ in his pants. All summer Tony hardly wore no shirt and sometimes would come in 

barefoot… ” 

Across the oversize book cover with the statue of David, from David’s left ankle to above his knee, in three 

squirts, Arny shot his pale pearl-colored puddle. 

After a few minutes, sitting in this chair, in that one, lying down on the floor, getting up again, walking 

halfway upstairs, then going back down, Arny formed an idea — or rather, articulated an idea that he’d had 

pretty much as soon as he opened both books. He went out to the vestibule, stepped outside again, and began 

to work his way around the house. The ground sloped down beside the outer surface of a cinder block 

basement wall. From the wall-wide window he’d been looking out of before he hadn’t seen the highway that 

wound off between some trees. Standing at ground level, he realized, no other houses were visible till at least 

a mile away.  

Stepping away from the house, he looked around for a good-size rock. There were branches, sticks, and 

clumps of knee-high ferns among what were mostly saplings, but he found no rocks to speak of.  

One “detail” picture of David had shown a rock cradled in David’s right hand, visible only from the statue’s 

back, which was completely belied by the naked man’s expression from the front. How, Arny suddenly 

wondered, as he turned to still another “detail,” when you’re carving from stone, do you carve a rock — held 

loosely — in hand so that it’s visible only from the back?  

That was an interesting way to make it clear, for people who could look at the whole thing, that David — 

naked as a fuckin’ jaybird — had been one sneaky son of a bitch! 

He was looking for a rock about the size of David’s. What he found was — of course — a fragment of cinder 

block. It had probably been lying out there on the woodsy side of the building since the house had been built. 

It was maybe six or seven pounds, awkward, and not comfortable to carry.  

Arny walked back to the wall, the fragment in both hands, to the nearest window and heaved — he tried not to 

stagger back. The sound surprised him, even as it put a finality to part of the adventure. Before, he could have 

just walked away, but now he had to see the whole plan through. A quarter of the pane still hung, reflecting a 

branch behind him, in the window’s upper corner.  

Of course there were still a few pieces along the sash. Arny got a stick and banged in the few fragments still 

on the bottom, and heard them fall to the floor inside. Then he gripped the sash, pulled himself up, and 

managed to slide in without cutting his throat on the piece of glass still fixed high in the frame. 

There was glass all over the fuckin’ floor! 
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Across the room, the door was closed. At that point, he realized that his book bag was still on the living room 

floor — and at the same moment wondered if the keys were still in his pocket.  

He jammed in his hand… They were! 

The piece of cinder block was almost two yards in from the window. Had he thrown it that hard? He walked 

through the glass fragments, which reflected bits of light and foliage from outside and the ceiling and the 

books on the wall. It didn’t take long to find his way back, through a large neat kitchen and another room with 

a long table, to the living room, with its great window, its orange-gold couch. 

The two books he’d taken out were still open. That, and his book bag, and the even disarrangement of the 

cushions from his kneeling on them, made that whole section of the room kind of a mess. That could all have 

been done by somebody else, sure. Then he decided, what the fuck, maybe he should make a little more mess. 

But he didn’t.  

What he should do is finish up and get out of there! 

Back on the couch, Arny opened the book with the nudes and found the Titian, the Goya, the Velázquez… 

He went back to the first and began to tear it out as close to the edge as he could — but it didn’t go straight. 

He wondered if he should look for some scissors — but it didn’t really matter. He bunched his fingers up and 

did the best he could. Going slowly was a little better. It took him almost ten minutes to rip loose all three.  

Then he got his book bag and he hesitated, then folded them in half, then in quarters, opened the flap of his 

book bag and slid the folded pages under the cover of his math book. They still stuck out some, but he stood 

up, shrugged the bag up on one shoulder, and, as he started toward the hall, got his arm in the other strap.  

He walked out through the door, pulled it behind him, then, on an afterthought, turned and, with the cuff of 

his long-sleeve shirt, wiped it top and bottom for fingerprints. Like in a movie or something.  

Then he stepped off and hurried up the path and turned back down Hawling. 

  

I remember standing before the bookshelf in the upstairs room where Marilyn and I were staying, looking at 

the spines of three dark red books, Mona Lisa: The Prince of Taranto, Volumes One, Two, and Three, by 

Tiffany Thayer. They were boxed and, as I pulled one out to examine it, apparently formed a vast historical 

trilogy. I tried a page here and there and found that it seemed full of what I assumed was supposed to be farce: 

the hero was lying under a bed, and the sounds of vigorous activity were coming through the mattress. 

Possibly readers fifteen years before might have found that risqué, but we were in sight of the end of the 

sixties.  

It put me in mind of something I’d read somewhere, though I can no longer find the source. Soon after Louis 

Daguerre took out his patent on the daguerreotype in 1839, the first man was arrested on the steps of the 

Louvre for selling pornographic photographs: naked women against backgrounds and in poses suggesting the 
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most famous nudes on the museum walls — putting high art, pornography, and photography into a 

contestatory wrangle that has not yet silenced…  

  

At the school, Arny went inside and up the stairs to the third floor, where a couple of after-school programs 

met that he wasn’t involved with. Someone had told him the third-floor restroom was where the Black kids he 

wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with were always hanging out.  

He started down the hall, looking for the pebbled glass that said BOYS, turned in and realized there wasn’t no 

one else in there — so he went in one of the stalls and sat. The stone partitions came down to the floor, but 

they stopped only about a foot over his head if he stood up. He wanted to sit and just think for a while and 

figure out how he could get to one of the kids he wasn’t supposed to even talk to. He unbuckled his pants and 

shrugged off his book bag, sat down, and opened the top flap. He slid one hand down between his legs and 

pulled absently at himself, and realized he could pretty easily do it again — so he reached over and pulled out 

the folded-up pages. They unfolded, it seemed, willingly in his hands: but at the same time,he realized, the 

paintings were not the same as real photographs, which was what he was used to. Besides, he liked the ones 

that had actual men and women doing it together, when the guys had it sticking in the woman’s pussy. Or 

their tongue… 

Outside, he heard the door open and somebody rushed in; a moment later, the latch on one of the other stalls 

opened and somebody lurched in — there were only three stalls in a row, and Arny had taken the middle.  

Whoever it was was grunting and breathing hard, and even whispering — Arny caught a whispered 

“fuckin’ shit… !” The sounds from the next stall had the urgency of sexual desperation! 

Arny was surprised, amused, and excited all at the same time. He expected the fury to subside after a moment 

— and was surprised when it didn’t. There was more thrashing, whoever it was, his shoulder was hitting on 

the wall and then the other, and the gasping went on, “Mothafuckin’… Yeah, cocksucka’… !” And, yes, it 

sounded like some nigger.  

Arny took an unsteady breath himself, his own heart speeding up in sympathetic desire for the desire beyond 

the wall. (Had anybody managed to put a hole in the stone? He didn’t see one. There wasn’t even any graffiti 

on the mottled marble.) Suddenly he stood up, the pages dropped down, the creases making them catch on the 

book bag’s edge. Arny climbed up on the commode seat, hooked his fingers on the marble’s upper edge, and 

looked over. 

The kid, who looked maybe a couple of years older than Arny, had gotten out of his shirt, and his sneakers 

were overturned on the stone floor. He was whipping his fist up and down an ebony cock that had Arny’s beat 

by three inches. “Oh, da’s good — mothafuckin’ cocksucka’ — yeah, baby, suck dat big Black meat fo’ me… 

” The boy reeled side to side, forward and back. 

Arny, who had dropped one hand from the top of the marble to hold his cock, whispered, “Pssst… !” And 

then again: “Hey, pssst… !” 
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This time the kid, who wasn’t slowing, frowned upward. “Hey, what the fuck you think you doin’, white 

boy… ?” 

He was missing a couple of teeth on the side. “Same thing you are, nigger!” Arny swallowed. “But I got 

somethin’ for you!” 

“Ga’ what?” He went forward and back. “Unless you wanna come in heah and suck my fuckin’ dick — !” 

“Pictures,” Arny said. “White chicks. Here, I’ll get ’em.” He pulled back, jumped down, picked up the folded 

pages from his book bag, climbed back up, and almost lost his footing into the commode. “Here, these… !” 

He thrust them over with one hand. “Go on, if you want ’em, they’re yours… ”  

With his free hand, the guy gestured — so Arny dropped them.  

One of them pulled loose, and the guy caught them, then opened them against his naked belly. “Where you 

get dese… ?” 

“A guy give ’em to me. Another… Black guy.” 

At which point the Black guy said: “Hey, these ain’t fuckin’ pictures. This is fuckin’ art! Come on, get the 

fuck outta here — or I swear I’ll come in dere an’ make you suck my fuckin’ dick. I mean I done that — for 

guys what was takin’ fuckin’ pictures, too. White guys like you. Come on, get out of here, now… ” 

“Okay, okay, okay… !” Arny said. “Damn, nigger!” And he was down, off the commode, and had the book 

bag up over one shoulder and the pictures were gone — he went out the stall door just as somebody else 

started to come in. “Oh, shit,” he said to himself and left. There wouldn’t be anybody in any of the other johns 

downstairs and he could finish up there. The two guys who came in looked like one of ’em was Black and one 

of ’em was white anyway. 

Back at Joe and Lesil’s he came in the side door to the kitchen and figured the next part was going to be easy. 

Lesil was at the sink. He went in the living room, where the TV was going, and walked around the table to the 

couch and looked at his sister, who — in the other room — had her back to him. Reaching in his pocket, he 

took the keys out, stooped down, and dropped them on the floor in front of the couch. “Hey — ” He picked 

them up again, and looked back. “You weren’t lookin’ for these, were you?” 

“Looking for what?” she said, and picked up something he couldn’t see and started washing it. 

Arny wasn’t going to get up until she turned around and looked. “These,” he said loudly, still squatting. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“These, here!” 

At the sink, she turned. “What… ?” She frowned through the door at him. Then she said, “What are you doing 

with my keys?” 
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“I just saw them in here, under the couch — ” 

Lesil walked forward through the door. “What are you doing with those?” 

“Like I said, I just — ” 

She patted the pocket of the pants she was wearing under her apron, pushed the apron aside, and stuck her 

hand in, then pulled her hand out again. “Hey, gimme those.” 

“I told you,” Arny said, standing up, “I just saw them on the floor there, stickin’ out from under the couch. 

You must’a dropped ’em.” 

“Like hell I did. Gimme!” 

He stuck his hand out, and she snatched them from him and looked down. 

With her other hand, she fingered up the tag and looked up again. “What are you doing with Mrs. Bruning’s 

keys?” 

“I told you I — ” 

“They weren’t on the floor. They’re in the kitchen drawer where I keep all of ’em. Unless you took ’em out.” 

“I didn’t take ’em out. I told you. You or somebody dropped ’em in here.” 

She turned and walked back toward the kitchen. “Fuck you, Arny. I keep all of these in the kitchen drawer.” 

He let himself drop back on the oversoft cushions and, in the kitchen, heard the drawer open and the keys fall 

back among the others and the drawer close again. 

From the kitchen, she said, “You are going to get yourself in some serious trouble. That’s my work, Arny. 

Don’t fuck with my job. I’m not putting up with that.” 

A couple of hours later, Joe came in, and they had spaghetti, and everything seemed to be more or less back in 

place. The day after was Saturday, and Joe had a half-day at the tree service. When he got home at two, 

carrying in his small pruning saw and setting it down in the kitchen corner, he said, “Hey, guess what? 

Somebody broke into the Bruning house. Bill said his brother — you know the one who works at the station? 

— said they came up this morning and found the back window busted.” He went to the refrigerator and pulled 

the door back. “Do you have any of those tuna fish sandwiches left?” 

But Lesil had turned to stare at Arny. 

He started to say, “Hey, I didn’t do anything,” but because she didn’t say anything, he didn’t either. 

But when he went out a little later, she told Joe: “I’m sending him back to New York tomorrow. I swear, 

we’re not gonna have this.” She said it very low. 
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“Have what?” Joe frowned. 

“I told ’im,” Lesil said, “I was sendin’ him back the moment he got into some trouble, and he has now. You 

heard what I said. You’re puttin’ ’im on the ten-forty back to New York tomorrow.” And she picked up the 

phone to let Ana know that Arny would be returning. “No,” she said. “I don’t know if he’s done anything or 

not, but he’s just too much trouble.” 

The next morning, because it was Sunday, Arny was sleeping late. When he got up, Lesil said, “You’re goin’ 

back to New York. It’s too much trouble. I’m sorry — I can’t deal with it.” 

“Hey, I didn’t do any — ” 

“I’m sorry. You gotta go home. I told ’em you were comin’ last night.” 

“Oh, shit — !” 

So they put him and the suitcase back on the train to Grand Central. When Joe came back from the station, 

there was a call from Bill to say they were pretty sure who it was — some Black kid who had some pictures 

that came from the Bruning house, which he tried to say some other kid had given to him in school. Bill said 

the Black kid had broken a window in the back, and Lesil said, “Well, I’m glad they think that — but your 

friends are fuckin’ assholes!” 

Joe said, “Well, at least we got the room back.” 

Lesil shook her head. 

 When we got ready to leave, Rosemary gave me an ancient portable typewriter — so old, in fact, that I had 

never seen its particular sideways mechanism before. “But it works just smashingly. I had it when I got my 

first advertising job. You’re a writer, and you have to have something to type on,” she said.  

“You know, I write, too,” Marilyn said, jocularly, from the other side of the room, where she’d just set down 

a bag for the car. But everyone heard the hurt that underlay the humor — and that I knew was because she had 

written so little in the past months and because she was so unhappy about it. 

We drove back to the city. 

The story Rosemary had told us was a story I had always wanted to write. But I did not try my hand at it till 

now — until I had some more experience about how it might have happened. 

—March 2020    Philadelphia  

 Samuel R. Delany is a writer from New York City, who lives in Philadelphia, PA. In 2016, he was inducted 

into the New York State Writers Hall of Fame. Filmmaker, novelist, and critic, he is the author of the award-

winning books BABEL-17 and DARK REFLECTIONS, as well as NOVA, DHALGREN, and the RETURN 

TO NEVÈRŸON series. 
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https://astra-mag.com/articles/first-trip-to-brewster/ 

 

Where Art Meets Organizing: Bill McKibben on the Power of Climate Crisis Posters 

“Posters are art in service to movement.” 

VIA PRINCETON ARCHITECTURAL PRESS 

By Bill McKibben 

Environmentalists, traditionally, have done a pretty good job of appealing to whichever hemisphere of the 

human brain enjoys bar graphs and pie charts. And this is important—you have to win the argument. But 

when it comes to climate change the argument was won thirty years ago: that’s when science reached a strong 

and workable consensus on the crisis we face and the ways out. 

Having won the argument, however, we’ve failed so far to win the fight, and that’s because it’s fought on 

different grounds—on the ground of money, power, and vested interest, and also on the ground of hope and 

fear. There is, after all, another side of our brain, one that reacts far more viscerally to the dilemmas we face. 

I can say—having helped organize some of the biggest climate demonstrations in world history, and having 

gone to jail and sent others there, and having campaigned on every continent and in most nations—that art is 

at this point as necessary as science in the battle for the future. The poster is likely to be the place where art 

meets organizing, where it lends its hand most powerfully. 

Art is at this point as necessary as science in the battle for the future. 

I remember arriving at the great campground at Standing Rock that marked the site of one of the most 

important battles of the last decade, over the Dakota Access Pipeline. Tents and teepees stretched in every 

direction, but one of the central ones was given over to the equipment for silk screening. The remarkable art 

that emerged from that canvas-sided structure (“Water is Life”) helped power the fight. Almost by definition, 

https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781648961601
https://lithub.com/author/billmckibben/
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posters are art in service to movement, art whose meaning is intimately connected with the thousands or 

millions of people willing to stand behind it. 

If we manage to make real progress in the climate fight it will be because clever engineers figured out how to 

produce better, cheaper solar panels. But it will also be because gifted artists, like the ones represented here, 

poured their skill and passion into art that truly moved the needle. 

(Middlebury College, Spring 2022) 

 

IT’S GETTING HOT, Digital, Valeria Andreolli Brentonico, Italy valeriaandreolli.wordpress.com 
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HABITAT, Digital, Jonathan Cumberland, Northport, AL, USA, jonathancumberland.com 
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A IS FOR ACTION, Digital photographs of found pieces of garbage, Madeleine Page, Baltimore, MD, USA, 

www.mpagedesign.com 
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UPSIDE DOWN, Digital, Kelly Holohan, Elkins Park, PA, USA, holohandesign.com 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 619  february  2023 

 

39 

  

WE’RE IN 

THIS TOGETHER,Collage of hand-painted papers, colored pencil, oil pastel, Andrea D’Aquino, New York, 

NY, USA, www.andreadaquino.com 
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___________________________________ 

 

From Posters for the Planet: Tear, Paste, Protest, published by Princeton Architectural Press. Reprinted with 

permission of the publisher. 

https://bookshop.org/a/40/9781648961601
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Bill McKibben 

Bill McKibben is a founder of the grassroots climate campaign 350.org and the Schumann Distinguished 

Professor in Residence at Middlebury College in Vermont. He was a 2014 recipient of the Right Livelihood 

Prize, sometimes called the ‘alternative Nobel,’ and the Gandhi Peace Award. He has written over a dozen 

books about the environment, including his first, The End of Nature, published 30 years ago, and his most 

recent, Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out? 

 

https://lithub.com/where-art-meets-organizing-bill-mckibben-on-the-power-of-climate-crisis-posters/ 
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Researchers design treatment to protect bones during cancer therapy 

Novel nanoparticle could help cancer patients at risk for bone damage from radiation treatment 

Approximately 50% of all cancer patients receive radiation therapy — a treatment that uses electrically 

charged particles to kill cancer cells. Although radiotherapy beams are aimed directly at the tumor, 

surrounding healthy tissue can be damaged. Bone damage, for example, affects about 75% of patients 

receiving radiation. 

Now, University of Central Florida materials science engineers Melanie Coathup and Sudipta Seal have 

designed an artificial enzyme, a cerium oxide nanoparticle, that protects bones against damage from radiation. 

The enzyme has also shown abilities to improve bone regeneration, reduce loss of blood cells and help kill 

cancer cells. 

Their study, a collaboration with Oakland University, North Carolina A&T University, the University of 

Sheffield and University of Huddersfield, is published in Bioactive Materials. The U.S. National Science 

Foundation provided support for the research with two awards through its Major Research Instrumentation 

Program. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/researchers-design-treatment-protect-bones-during?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ucf.edu%2Fnews%2Fucf-researchers-design-treatment-to-protect-bones-during-cancer-therapy%2F%23%3A~%3Atext%3DUCF%20material%20sciences%20engineers%20Melanie%2Cand%20help%20kill%20cancer%20cells.&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fresearchers-design-treatment-protect-bones-during%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=http%3A%2F%2Fdx.doi.org%2F10.1016%2Fj.bioactmat.2022.09.011&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fresearchers-design-treatment-protect-bones-during%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1726636&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1920110
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The body's natural defense against radiation is a group of enzymes called antioxidants, but this defense 

system gets easily overwhelmed by radiation and on its own cannot protect the body from damage. 

Seal designed the nanoparticle, which mimics the activity of these antioxidants and has a stronger defense 

mechanism in protecting cells against DNA damage. 

The study also showed that the treatment helped kill cancer cells, possibly due to an increase in acidity, and 

protected against the loss of white and red blood cells. A low white and red blood cell count means the patient 

is more susceptible to opportunistic infection, less able to fight cancer, and is more fatigued. Another finding 

is that the nanoparticle enhanced healthy cells' ability to produce more antioxidants, reduced inflammation, 

and promoted bone formation. 

Future research will seek to determine appropriate dosage and administration of the nanoparticle and further 

explore how it helps to kill cancer cells. The researchers will focus their studies in the context of breast 

cancer, as women are more susceptible to bone damage than men. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Engineering (ENG) 

Division of Electrical, Communications and Cyber Systems (ENG/ECCS) 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/researchers-design-treatment-protect-bones-

during?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/eng
https://beta.nsf.gov/eng/eccs
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The Trouvelot Astronomical Drawings (1882) 

Buy as 

a Print 

The French artist, astronomer and amateur entomologist Étienne Léopold Trouvelot is noted for two major 

contributions in his lifetime. The first, and the one we are celebrating in this post, is the 7000 or so 

illustrations he created from his astronomical observations, the quality of which reached their zenith in the 15 

exquisite pastel works which were published as The Trouvelot Astronomical Drawings in 1882 (and 

reproduced in this post). Trouvelot was invited onto the staff of the Harvard College Observatory when the 

then director Joseph Winlock saw the quality of his illustrations, and in 1875 he was invited to use the U. S. 

Naval Observatory's 26-inch refractor for a year. As well as his illustrations, Trouvelot also published some 

50 scientific papers, and was credited with discovering "veiled spots" on the Sun in 1875. 

The second and rather more unfortunate legacy Trouvelot left the world was the accidental widespread 

introduction of the highly destructive European Gyspy moth onto North American soil. With the intention of 

interbreeding Gypsy moths with silk worms to develop a silkworm industry, he'd brought some egg masses 

over from Europe in the mid-1860s and began raising gypsy moth larvae in the forest behind his house. It is 

https://publicdomainreview.org/product/the-planet-jupiter?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
https://publicdomainreview.org/product/the-planet-jupiter?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
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unclear what exactly happened, but some of the larvae ended up escaping into the nearby woods. Although he 

reportedly notified some nearby entomologists and relevant officials no action was taken. A few decades later 

the species was rife. 
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Buy as a Print 
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Buy as a Print 

 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/the-trouvelot-astronomical-drawings-1882  

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/product/the-zodiacal-light?utm_source=pdr&utm_medium=inpost&utm_campaign=prints&utm_content=pic
https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/the-trouvelot-astronomical-drawings-1882
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Setting fires to save the houston toad 

An environmental film festival spotlights a Central Texas land trust’s effort to bring back endangered species. 

by DELGER ERDENESANAA 

 

When catastrophic wildfires burned through Bastrop County in 2011, victims included the region’s 

iconic loblolly pine trees, as well as the pine ecosystem’s resident Houston toads—an endangered species 

found only in Texas. 

https://www.texasobserver.org/author/delger-erdenesanaa/
https://www.texasobserver.org/saving-the-lost-pines/
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On October 22, the public will have a unique opportunity to see local efforts to protect and bring these species 

back, when the Pines and Prairies Land Trust hosts a traveling edition of the national Wild & Scenic Film 

Festival on its 600-acre ranch and wildlife refuge in Paige, about an hour’s drive east of Austin. 

Billig Ranch narrowly escaped the 2011 fires, but it lies just 10 miles from Bastrop State Park, where more 

than 6,000 acres burned. Preventing similar damage by future wildfires is top of mind for the land trust’s staff, 

as is helping wildlife recover and find refuge. Houston toads aren’t found at the organization’s properties 

today, but they were in the past. With a little TLC, experts think the ranch could once again harbor these 

creatures. 

“We know the potential is there,” said Melanie Pavlas, executive director of the Pines and Prairies Land 

Trust. “We’re working really hard to restore habitat.” 

THE PINES AND PRAIRIES LAND TRUST HOPES TO BRING BACK THE HOUSTON TOAD.UNITED 

STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 

The Houston toad (anaxyrus houstonensis) is only two to three inches long, with brown or gray skin covered 

in dark spots that make the animal look like a little, mobile chunk of granite. It lives both in loblolly pine 

forests and in post oak savannahs, lying dormant underground during the summer and fall and emerging in 

winter and spring to breed in shallow, ephemeral ponds. 

https://pplt.org/
https://wildandscenicfilmfestival.org/
https://wildandscenicfilmfestival.org/
https://www.texasobserver.org/texas-firestorm-future/
https://tpwd.texas.gov/huntwild/wild/species/htoad/
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This toad is one of many species that depend on small, periodic fires to clear the forest or savannah 

understory and allow native grasses to grow in their wake. But in much of the United States, even small fires 

have been suppressed for centuries, allowing brush to build up and fuel less frequent but more destructive 

wildfires that can’t be contained. The Houston toad faces other threats too. It’s lost habitat to development 

and agriculture; young toadlets can be killed by invasive red fire ants and, like all amphibians, the toads are 

extremely vulnerable to chemical pollution. 

The Pines and Prairies Land Trust was founded in 2001 by a group of landowners who wanted to conserve 

open space and wildlife amid growing development in Central Texas. Today the land trust runs three nature 

preserves, including Billig Ranch. Much of this land had been converted to pasture using non-native grasses, 

and now the land trust is using prescribed burns and other restoration techniques to recreate a more natural 

ecosystem. 

Prescribed burns have traditionally been used by North America’s Indigenous peoples to manage the land, 

although the practice was largely criminalized by the U.S. government. Tribes around the country, as well as 

nonprofits like the Pines and Prairies Land Trust, are bringing these burns back. Unlike wildfires, prescribed 

burns involve setting well-controlled fire to a small area under carefully timed weather conditions. The land 

trust has its next burn tentatively scheduled for early 2023. 

If these burns and other restoration efforts are successful, Pavlas said her organization can then work with 

state and federal wildlife officials to reintroduce the Houston toad. The Houston Zoo keeps a captive breeding 

population of approximately 600 toads for this purpose: The zoo has released millions of eggs into the wilds 

of Bastrop County since 2013. (Of course, just a small percentage survive to adulthood.) 

The Pines and Prairies Land Trust hopes to receive some of these baby toads in the future. Until then, this 

weekend’s film festival offers an opportunity to take stock of progress so far. Proceeds from ticket sales will 

support the land trust’s work. 

While none of this year’s films are set in Texas, several are very relevant to our state’s environmental 

issues. The Fish and the Flame follows a biologist and a ranch manager in Colorado on a mission to save the 

San Juan cutthroat trout from wildfire and extinction in a mirror image of Texas conservationists’ work to 

save the Houston toad. Cormie: The Pickpocket Cormorant explores the relationship between wildlife 

rescuers and a mischievous cormorant—a water bird often maligned as a pest, including in Texas. 

And Protecting the Monarch Butterfly chronicles the species’ generations-long migration from Canada to 

Mexico, as well as human efforts to provide safe “rest stops” along the way. 

The Pines and Prairies Land Trust plants milkweed to help monarch butterflies during their migration, which 

happens to be at its peak in Central Texas right now. In fact, the ranch and two other preserves are home to a 

whole host of threatened species, including the cellophane bee, many native grassland birds, and rare bog 

plants. 

Ultimately, helping any one of these species benefits the whole ecosystem, Pavlas explained: “When you’re 

managing [land] for an endangered species, restoring habitat for them restores it for all other native wildlife.” 

https://www.texasobserver.org/texas-wastewater-industrial-discharge-pollution/
https://www.texasobserver.org/how-the-alabama-coushatta-use-fire-to-save-the-longleaf-pine/
https://www.houstonzoo.org/blog/making-an-impact-on-houston-toads/
https://www.texasobserver.org/san-antonio-birds-brackenridge-park/
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The Wild & Scenic Film Festival will take place Saturday, October 22 outside at the Billig Ranch in Paige, 

Texas. Admission costs $100 per vehicle, and attendees have the option of camping at the wildlife refuge 

overnight for another $25. Tickets are available at: https://pplt.org/wildandscenic   

SUPPORT INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

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

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

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

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

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/houston-toad-film-festival-bastrop-county/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-

34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f 

  

https://pplt.org/wildandscenic
https://www.texasobserver.org/houston-toad-film-festival-bastrop-county/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
https://www.texasobserver.org/houston-toad-film-festival-bastrop-county/?goal=0_975e2d1fa1-5cac1d7280-34691563&mc_cid=5cac1d7280&mc_eid=719d1b7f9f
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Hypnerotomachia Poliphili and the Architecture of Dreams 

By Demetra Vogiatzaki 

With its otherworldly woodcuts and ornate descriptions of imagined architecture, Hypnerotomachia 

Poliphili brims with an obsessive and erotic fixation on form. Demetra Vogiatzaki accompanies the hero as he 

wanders the pages of this quattrocento marvel, at once a story of lost love and a fever dream of antiquity. 

 

After falling asleep on the couch, Poliphilo finds himself on a broad and wild plain. Seeking shelter, he grows 

drowsy once again, and enters a dream within the dream — Source. 

Poliphilo’s eyelids finally close as the sun rises. His memory is tormented by Polia, whom he first glimpsed 

through a window in Treviso. Her chastity is non-negotiable: in a time of plague, she has sought spiritual 

purity. Yet Polia’s resistance only makes her suitor more desperate. On May Day, 1467, exhausted and 

heartbroken, Poliphilo finally gives in to a dream — the only space of requite. With its conjured worlds and 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#demetra-vogiatzaki
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n25/mode/1up
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strange architectural landscapes, few visions in Western literature have been scrutinized more than the vision 

Poliphilo had on that morning. 

We know about this dream thanks to a manuscript that landed in the hands of Leonardo Crasso, a jurist of 

Verona who saw it fit to make the story public. Hypnerotomachia Poliphili — or, as the book came to be 

known in English, “Poliphilo’s Strife of Love in a Dream” — was eventually published by the renowned 

Venetian press of Aldus Manutius in 1499. It was the first fully illustrated book produced by Aldus, a printer 

whose reputation stemmed from his vast humanist erudition and devotion to classical literature. Structured as 

a “dream within a dream”, the narrative weaves together mythological, biblical, and occult references to 

construct a universe filled with ruinous landscapes and orgiastic celebrations. No cost was spared by Crasso; 

Poliphilo’s dream is visualized across 234 folio-sized pages, which feature nearly two hundred woodcut 

illustrations of unparalleled mastery for their era. In Redmond Burke’s words, the editio princeps was “the 

most beautiful incunabulum ever printed”.1 Yet Hypnerotomachia did not fit comfortably on Aldus’ august 

shelves. Its licentious content quickly turned into a matter of controversy, stirring speculation on the 

conditions and purpose of the incunabulum’s production. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn1
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On the right, The Worship of Priapus, featuring nineteen women and five men. In the foreground, priestesses 

sacrifice an ass beneath the phallic god’s herma — Source. 

 

A fountain of the “little Priapus”, featuring a weight-sensitive step that, when depressed, “raises the child’s 

instrument”, spraying Poliphilo’s face with cold water — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n200/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n90/mode/2up
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For all that we know, the original “dreamer” remains unidentified. Written in an idiosyncratic hybrid language 

fusing Italian, Latin, and Greek, and replete with inauthentic Egyptian hieroglyphs and an abundance of 

architectural and botanical jargon, the rambling text of Hypnerotomachia does little to dispel the mystery of 

its authorship, even though it does mirror with remarkable accuracy the composite, winding nature of its 

contents. An acrostic formed by the first letter of each chapter, reading “Poliam Frater Franciscus Columna 

Peramavit" (Brother Francesco Colonna greatly loved Polia) led scholars to identify a Dominican monk from 

Treviso as the author of the book.2 Nevertheless, the polymathy of Poliphilo — along with the cryptic and 

playful nature of the work as a whole — has raised doubts regarding the plausibility of this hypothesis, with 

some critics suggesting that “Colonna” could be a pseudonym.3 

 

A terrified Poliphilus fleeing from the dragon — Source. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn3
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n67/mode/1up
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Hypnerotomachia has been described as a “tableau of rich inventions”, “a romantic version of an 

encyclopedia”, and a “treasure house of aesthetic descriptions”.4 The name “Poliphilo” translates both as 

“lover of Polia” and as “lover of many”. And it is indeed an erotic curiosity that spills over from his pursuit of 

Polia, sublimated into an almost amatory infatuation with many forms of architecture. The dream follows 

Poliphilo’s meandering footsteps as he wrestles with mythical creatures and his own impulses in a series of 

fantastical worlds. His eyes alight on imagined monuments, statues, and follies. Myriad species of plants, 

growing silently in these chasmous structures, dissolve into blossoming orchards and forests populated by 

dragons, nymphs, and carnivorous wolves. From magic lamps to ornate corals, everything is meticulously 

recounted by Poliphilo, as his insatiable curiosity becomes the primary force that propels him into action, 

fixing together the disjointed scenes of his journey. 

 

A colossal bronze horse upon a pedestal, featuring sculpted genii unable to grip the steed due to its “great 

speed and hard jolting” — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn4
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n37/mode/1up
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Designed to draw its reader into the seductive delirium of Poliphilo’s odyssey, Hypnerotomachia is perhaps 

the first secular iteration of an immersive virtual world to be granted a comprehensive and consistent 

architectural presentation. Throughout the book, the figurative rhetoric of chivalric love is brought into a 

playful union with the visual conventions of fifteenth-century architectural treatises. Important here is not 

only the attention given by the author to the architectural staging of a literary dream, but the way in which the 

dream, in turn, seems to infiltrate and overtake the design of this outlandish scenery. 

The bewildering shapes of the various structures encountered by Poliphilo along his journey — colossal 

statues, pyramidal temples, and elaborate fountains, among other edifices — depart radically from the 

principles of composition found in canonical historiography, calling to mind a number of mythical antiquities 

that haunted the dreams of architects at the time. For the historian Liane Lefaivre, this association between 

composite architecture and the recombinant imagination is best illustrated by the Temple of the Sun, a jumble 

of unrelated parts that are stacked to create a monument of unthinkable dimensions.5 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn5
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The Temple of the Sun, constructed of white Parian marble, with 1410 steps and a cornucopia-clutching 

winged figure — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n90/mode/2up
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Considered vertically, the building is an unlikely compilation of elements. On top of the temple is a plinth, 

and on top of the plinth is a pyramid, and on top of the pyramid is a monolithic stone cube and on top of the 

monolithic stone cube is an obelisk and on top of the obelisk is a bronze statue of a nymph holding an inverted 

cornucopia. Poised on one leg with the other elevated in arabesque, she pirouettes on a pivot with every shift 

of the wind, emitting a deafening shriek with every turn.6 

Hypnerotomachia abounds with similar piles ranging in size from massive to miniscule. See, for example, 

how the principle of the obsessive piling in the “Temple of the Sun” is repeated in the idiosyncratic 

formulation of the “admirable Coral Bush” and the “Perpetual Fountain”; two among the countless 

“miraculous” objects encountered and assiduously described by Poliphilo in his narrative. Organic and 

inorganic elements are here arranged vertically without any discrimination in terms of their materials, shape, 

or strength, producing ornamental ensembles of obscure aspiration. It is interesting to note, however, that in 

the Aldine edition of Hypnerotomachia, woodcuts flatten the voluminous splendor of these objects into linear 

compositions. The result conveys a paradoxical feeling of surface and depth that not only matches the 

symbolic nature of dreaming, but also the various undecipherable inscriptions and pseudo-hieroglyphs that the 

protagonist discovers along his journey. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn6
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Left: an ornate vessel decorated with “marvelous artificial foliage, such as is not made in our times” and 

surmounted by a cubit-high coral tree, which is nested in a hillock “studded with incomparable gems”. Right: 

a perpetual fountain with harpies, scintillating emerald leaves, and a golden pomegranate tree with coral 

flowers containing “calyxes full of golden bees” — Source: left, right. 

 

An ivory sarcophagus, containing two perfectly preserved corpses, decorated with so-called Egyptian 

hieroglyphs. Poliphilo interprets the sequence of emblems as follows: “To the blessed shades. Death spurns 

all life’s contrary and rapid things. It gives, it takes, it consumes, it dissolves. Here it has sweetly united two 

dead ones who loved mutually, strictly, and ardently.” — Source. 

The origins and meaning of these runes have been traced in the contours of ancient and modern dream 

theories, from Artemidorus’ Oneirocritica all the way to the Freudian Dream-work, where repressed drives 

are organized by the unconscious into condensed, encrypted representations able to evade the censorship of 

waking reason. Extending this premise, critics see the monuments encountered by Poliphilo as the agonizing 

embodiments of his elusive beloved — or, architectural ideal.7 Yet it is perilous to assume a direct affinity 

between form and cognition.8 In the case of Hypnerotomachia, this would reduce architecture and dreams to 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n117/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n120/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n267/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn8
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their faint, distorted replicas: the dream, in the words of Michel Foucault, to “a mere rhapsody of images”, 

and architecture to a decontextualized play of forms.9 

 

Poliphilo surrounded by remains of classical antiquity. A ferocious wolf eyes him with its jaws agape 

— Source. 

Hypneromachia’s illustrations of architectural and ornamental objects appeared during the period when 

printing presses were replacing the handcraft aesthetic of illuminated manuscripts. An unprecedented 

exactitude of images, achieved by innovations in printing techniques during the second half of the fifteenth 

century, brought forth a new visual culture in which knowledge could be recorded and transmitted in a format 

that remained identical from copy to copy.10 Through the skillful orchestration of type, text, and image, 

Poliphilo’s dreamworld expands and contracts continuously, pulsating between the fragile solidity of 

architectural stereography and the planar mechanics of the printing press. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn9
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n26/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn10
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Although in most cases the woodcut technology’s abstraction is able to delineate the features of these 

admirable structures, in other cases, such as that of the Temple of Venus Physizoa, the descriptive texture in 

Poliphilo’s ekphrastic frenzy far exceeds the representational refinement of wooden block reliefs: 

The huge dome displayed the greatest evidence of workmanship more nearly divine than human; but if it were 

human, it aroused astonishment that human ingenuity should make such an ambitious attempt in the founder's 

craft: for I judged that its great vastness had been made in a single solid fusion and casting of metal. I was 

astonished and overwhelmed by what I deemed to be impossible. Be that as it may, this bronze work consisted 

wholly of a vine sprouting from beautiful vases of the same material that were ranged perpendicularly above 

the columns. Thence they spread out branches, sprouts or shoots, and tendrils of dizzying intricacy, perfectly 

fitting the convex curve of the dome and all of the appropriate thickness. There were leaves, bunches of 

grapes, infants climbing and plucking them, flying birds, lizards and snakes, all modelled exactly from nature; 

and in between it was all transparent. 

Poliphilo’s description unfolds through a marvelous enhancement of his perceptual abilities. As his (inner and 

outer) vision sharpens, the interior of the temple dissolves into an infinite array of details, organized in 

continuously magnified pictorial scenes. Despite its virtuosity — and impressive awareness of contemporary 

artistic conventions — the orthogonal section of the Temple of Venus fails to convey the edifice’s 

complexity. A complexity that seems to transcend not only the limits of representation, but also those of 

human comprehension. 
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Section and ground-plan of the Temple of Venus Physizoa, whose spire is capped by a bronze crescent moon 

and an eagle with its wings akimbo — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n209/mode/1up
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In the centuries that followed its enigmatic appearance, Hypnerotomachia came to represent a type of 

architectural and artistic invention that derives its sensuous, eccentric qualities from the cryptic world of 

dreams, rather than from the orderly forms usually associated with Renaissance aesthetics. Yet, besides its 

multiple references to and deviations from architectural rules, the world in which Hypnerotomachia unfolds 

presents astounding continuities with the broader religious, civic, and cultural context of Venice at the time. 

The ruination of the world in which Poliphilo wanders coexists with the marvelous monuments he encounters 

in a way that is reminiscent of the double function of Christian icons in this period.11 For Hans Belting, the 

icon’s intentional fragmentation of pictorial space pointed to a transcendental world that remained intact. 

Accordingly, the kind of memory that these artworks heralded had “both a retrospective and, curious as it 

sounds, a prospective character”.12 The icon was not only a trace of something from the past but also 

something that was promised in the future. A similar dynamic is at play in Hypnerotomachia, against the 

backdrop of the Venetian art scene and the work of Vittore Carpaccio in particular. 

Investigating the various strategies mobilized by fifteenth-century Venetian artists to represent the past, 

Patricia Fortini Brown observes the imaginative re-creation of a sensuous Arcadian antiquity in works 

like Hypnerotomachia.13 This was not merely an echo of the paradisiacal travel reports from the Aegean 

islands to which Venice had privileged maritime access. It also reflected a peculiar quality shared by 

architectural and religious drawings at the time, namely the simultaneous invocation of multiple temporalities. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn11
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn13
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Vittore Carpaccio, Dead Christ, ca. 1520 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vittore_Carpaccio_-_Preparation_of_Christ%27s_Tomb_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
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Detail from Vittore Carpaccio, Dead Christ, ca. 1520 — Source. 

In Carpaccio’s Dead Christ (ca. 1520), for example, a landscape reminiscent of Hypnerotomachia unfolds 

around the body of the slain savior. Almost Byzantine in its execution, the scenery is rocky and desolate, with 

opened graves, skulls, broken tombstones, columns and slabs: fragments of what would have been seen as 

pagan ruins. In the background of the image, however, appear two figures in Quattrocento attire and pastoral 

attitude, happily playing musical instruments. Like Poliphilo and Polia, these figures function as “time 

travelers”, contemporizing antiquity for the beholder, while intruding into a past that will be forever 

unattainable.14 In the pages of the Renaissance architectural treatise, the “downward movement of imitation”, 

bringing the present back into the past, and the “upward motion of invention”, in which the past serves as a 

model for the future, are also merged in a similar “chiasm”, argues Anne-Marie Sankovitch.15 The latter 

creates uncanny structures built on the logic of dreams — like images drawn from one's memories to project a 

yet-to-be-realized reality. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Vittore_Carpaccio_-_Preparation_of_Christ%27s_Tomb_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn15
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Poliphilo looking through a bower at Polia, who approaches from a distance. “She had such a presence and 

charming elegance that perhaps even amorous Idalia did not appear thus to warlike Mars, nor the handsome 

shepherd Adonis to her, nor the delicate Ganymede to almighty and inflamed Jupiter, nor beautiful Psyche to 

ardent Cupid” — Source. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n147/mode/1up
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From left to right: a weathercock, with genius blowing the trumpet; a box tree pruned into the shape of a man, 

whose feet rest on vases, and arms support an ornament of towers and arch; another box tree, this one pruned 

in the shape of a centrepiece; and the decorative crowning of the Temple of the Sun — Source: 1, 2, 3, 4. 

Under the guise of the dream, Hypnerotomachia seems to present a new symbolic universe in which the 

complicated relationship between ancient and modern space could be redefined. In his influential 

book, Unearthing the Past, Leonard Barkan showed how the pace at which antiquities were being unearthed 

in the late Quattrocento brought forth a sea change in historical, political, and aesthetic thought.16 These 

resurfaced objects didn’t just challenge established views on the past. They also generated new kinds of 

artistic expression and appreciation, including the production and circulation of drawings and ekphrastic 

narratives, the first private collections of antique fragments, and new forms of theory and practice that 

embraced architecture’s inventive as well as restorative potential. 

Yet Hypnerotomachia is much more than an architectural manifesto. These intricate negotiations also seem to 

emerge through the orchestration of Poliphilo’s and Polia’s triste. Almost halfway through his dream, 

Poliphilo encounters the beloved and embarks with her on a journey to celebrate their union. The dreamworld 

appears to have diminished Polia’s resistance; receptive to Poliphilo’s advances, the woman sets off to 

explain her former hesitations and recent change of mind. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/nundefined/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n309/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n311/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n216/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn16
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A sequence from Polia’s narrative: “a furious goddess crowned with a wreath of agnus castus, with an 

unstrung bow and empty quiver, who turned a frightful countenance on me, burning with the desire to wreak 

cruel vengeance” — Source. 

By honoring the vow she took during the plague that ravaged her hometown, Polia dutifully safeguarded her 

emotional and bodily boundaries against a courtship that she saw as a risk to her life. “No sooner did I see 

him before me”, she describes of a meeting with Poliphilo, “than I felt polluted [contaminata]”.17 Hiding 

alternatingly in the shrine of Diana’s temple and in the privacy of her bedchamber, Polia almost succeeds in 

avoiding her suitor’s pursuit. It is only after experiencing a revelatory vision of her own that she begins to 

doubt her resistance. She dreams about a graphic, supernatural violation of body and soul — a Cupid-like 

winged boy playing the dismembering executioner — representing the societal violence that awaits should 

she continue to reject the company of a male companion. Rarely acknowledged by scholarship, the author’s 

decision to give Polia a voice and dream of her own remains one of the most daring propositions of the book. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n431/mode/1up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams#fn17
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Polia witnesses maidens “whipped incessantly by a winged youngster” who then murders them with an iron 

sword “without the slightest indulgence or pity” — Source. 

Much like Nausicaa’s visitation by the goddess Athena in the opening of the Odyssey’s sixth rhapsody, 

Polia’s vision at the closing of Hypnerotomachia reaffirms the primacy of a patriarchal, civic order over the 

sovereignty of a female body. Unlike Nausicaa, however, who was chastised for the messiness hidden behind 

the ornate doors of her bedroom, Polia is forced to give up idealistic purity and embrace the disturbing 

disorder of Poliphilo’s world. This reversal becomes all the more pronounced considering how the tactility of 

Nausicaa’s messy trousseau gives way to fully fledged architectural pandemonium in Hypnerotomachia. 

As the protagonist digresses in the warped space-time of dreaming, Polia’s narrative comes to fold the 

creative potential of Poliphilo’s imagination back to the source of its departure: a mundane room in fifteenth-

century Treviso. And when Poliphilo finally awakens, he is alone. Polia has vanished, along with the 

architectural fantasies that populated his dream. Her ultimate disappearance signals the most radical gesture in 

a book that wrestles with the enigma of its own creation. 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n431/mode/1up
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Poliphilus alone, writing to his beloved Polia — Source. 

Public Domain Works 

• Hypnerotomachia Poliphili 

1499 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• *The Dream of Poliphilus. Fac-Simles of One Hundred and Sixty-Eight Woodcuts( 

https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/page/n448/mode/1up
https://archive.org/details/McGillLibrary-rbsc_hypnerotomachia-poliphili_foliolncun1499Colonna-20536/mode/2up
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J. W. Appell1889 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• The Strife of Love in a Dream Being the Elizabethan Version of the First Book of the 

Hypnerotomachia of Francesco Colonna 

Andrew Lang1890 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• Hypnerotomachia Poliphili Woodcuts 

1499 

o The Metropolitan Museum of Art 

o Biblioteca de la Universidad de Sevilla 

IMAGES 

Further Reading 

• Hypnerotomachia Poliphili: The Strife of Love in a Dream 

By Francesco ColonnaTranslated by Josecelyn Godwin 

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili is a strange, pagan, pedantic, erotic, allegorical, mythological romance relating in 

high stylized Italian the quest of Poliphilo for his beloved Polia. In 1952 an attempt was made to produce an 

English version but the translator gave up. The task has been triumphantly accomplished by Joscelyn Godwin, 

who succeeds in reproducing all its wayward charm and arcane learning in language accessible to the modern 

reader. 

More Info and Buy 

https://archive.org/details/cu31924030677326/page/n5/mode/2up
https://archive.org/details/strifeofloveindr00colo/page/n5/mode/2up
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/365313
https://www.flickr.com/photos/fdctsevilla/albums/72157662146450083
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• Polyphilo or The Dark Forest Revisited 

By Alberto Pérez-Gómez 

This remarkable book explores the origins of architectural beauty in the dynamics of sexual desire. It is a 

daring departure from the conventional genres of architectural writing and a completely original reflection on 

the erotics of architecture. Pérez-Gómez retells the love story of the famous Renaissance 

novel/treatise Hypnerotomachia Poliphili in late twentieth-century terms. 

More Info and Buy 
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• The Ruins Lesson: Meaning and Material in Western Culture 

By Susan Stewart 

How have ruins become so valued in Western culture and so central to our art and literature? Covering a vast 

chronological and geographical range, from ancient Egyptian inscriptions to twentieth-century memorials, 

Susan Stewart seeks to answer this question as she traces the appeal of ruins and ruins images, and the lessons 

that writers and artists have drawn from their haunting forms. Stewart takes us on a sweeping journey through 

founding legends of broken covenants and original sin, the Christian appropriation of the classical past, and 

images of decay in early modern allegory. 
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More Info and Buy 

 

The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams  

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/further-reading
https://bookshop.org/shop/pdr-foa-bookshop
https://uk.bookshop.org/shop/pdr-bookshop
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/hypnerotomachia-poliphili-and-the-architecture-of-dreams
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Full Tilt: Dervla Murphy’s Fierce and Poetic Account of Traversing the World on Two Wheels in the 

1960s 

A wonder-smitten reminder “that for all the horrible chaos of the contemporary political scene this world is 

full of kindness.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

In the early nineteenth century, the teenage Mary Godwin and her not-yet-husband Percy Bysshe Shelley left 

England for the Continent, traveling by foot and by mule, on the wings of love and youth. Through their 

constant poverty and hunger, through the frequent accidents and illnesses, they slaked their souls on beauty — 

on the shimmering grandeur of mountains and rivers, fiery sunsets and moonlit nights. It was on those dirt 

roads, under those open skies, that they became Romantics. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/9387693163/braipick-20
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A century and a half later, another indomitable spirit of uncommon sensitivity to beauty, in nature and in 

human nature, took those dirt roads and wound them halfway around the world, discovering the romance of 

reality along the way. 

In January 1963, as Central Europe was entering its harshest winter in eighty years, Dervla 

Murphy (November 28, 1931–May 22, 2022) mounted her bicycle named Roz and left Ireland for India, by 

way of France, Italy, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Turkey, Persia, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. Along the way, 

narrowly escaping death by landslide and wolf pack, by Taliban and six-foot icicle, she encountered people 

from wildly different cultures, whose boundless hospitality affirmed what she had to have already known in 

her bones to endeavor on so dangerous a journey at all: “that for all the horrible chaos of the contemporary 

political scene this world is full of kindness.” 

Dervla Murphy as a young woman, Barcelona. 

Her unassumingly titled account of the experience, drawn from her itinerant diaries — Full Tilt: Ireland to 

India with a Bicycle (public library) — is one of the most dazzlingly, unsummarizably wonderful books I 

have read in a lifetime of passionate reading: the kind that rekindles your faith in the human spirit and 

reenchants you with the staggering beauty of this world. 

A typical entry reads: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/9387693163/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/9387693163/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/12214692
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I slept very well last night in my roadside tea-house, curled up in a corner of the one-roomed building, with 

moonlight streaming through the doorway that had no door. 

To her, a ferocious storm is but a mirror for the poetry of reality: 

By now the thunder had ceased and when the wind dropped the overwhelming silence of the mountains 

reminded me of the hush felt in a great empty Gothic cathedral at dusk — a silence which is beautiful in itself. 

She departs with only a saddlebag of luggage, containing her passport and camera, a map, one spare pair of 

nylon pants and nylon shirt, toothbrush, comb, writing paper, two pens, and a copy of Blake’s poems. 

The very outset of her journey is emblematic of the spirit of the whole: When her planned departure date 

arrives with temperatures far below any she has lived through, Murphy decides to wait a week, hoping the 

cold would remit. When it does not and each grocery outing becomes “a scaled-down Expedition to the 

Antarctic,” she presses forth and departs anyway — the first bout of the touchingly stubborn persistence that 

would mark her entire endeavor. 

Dervla Murphy 

With an icicle firmly attached to her nose, she makes her way to a Yugoslavian youth hostel, gets blown off 

her saddle by the most ferocious wind she has ever experienced, tumbles down a fifteen-foot sloping ditch 

and into a stream frozen so solid that her impact produces not even a crack on the ice, crawls back onto the 

bicycle, eventually accepts a nightmarish ride in a rickety truck across “250 miles of frozen plain which 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 619  february  2023 

 

92 

stretched with relentless white anonymity,” and resumes on two wheels after the truck crashes into a tree. All 

along, she slakes her soul on the austere beauty of the landscape: 

At the valley’s end my road started to climb the mountains, sweeping up and up and again up, in a series of 

hairpin bends that each revealed a view more wild and splendid than the last. 

[…] 

On the morning of my third day in Belgrade, there came a rise in temperature that not merely eased the body 

but relaxed the nerves. Never shall I forget the joy of standing bareheaded in my host’s front garden, watching 

tenuous, milky clouds drifting across the blue sky. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/27/margaret-wise-brown-the-important-book/
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Art by Leonard Wisegard from The Important Book by Margaret Wise Brown, published in Dervla Murphy’s 

childhood 

Immediately after fighting off a pack of wolves, one of which had attached itself by its teeth to the shoulder of 

her windbreaker, she again orients to beauty: 

All around me the mountains, valleys and forests lay white and lifeless under a low, grey sky, in the profound 

stillness of a landscape where no breeze stirred, there was neither house nor bird to be seen and the streams 

were silent under their covering of ice. I stopped often to look around me, and savour the uncanny sensation 

of being the only living, moving thing in the midst of this hushed desolation, where my own breathing 

sounded loud. 

Sometimes the enchantment of nature almost blinds her to the menacing brutalities of its forces. In one of 

myriad passages that radiate both her felicitous spirit and her tender relationship with her bicycle as an 

anthropomorphized companion — relatable relations for those of us who live on two wheels — she writes: 

From the near distance came a dull, booming sound, as soldiers blew up the gigantic accumulations of rock-

hard snow which, unless artificially loosened, would have dammed the river and sent its overflow rushing 

through the nearby town of Cuprija. It was awe-inspiring to see the wide, angry Morava swiftly sweeping its 

tremendous burden of ice and snow-chunks through the vast wilderness of sullen, brown flood-waters, and my 

awe was soon justified when a massive wave came crashing across the road, swept me off Roz and rolled me 

over and over, choking as I swallowed the muddy water and gasping as its iciness penetrated my clothes. Next 

a branch of a little roadside tree appeared above me and pulling myself up by it I found that the water, though 

still flowing strongly, was now no more than three feet deep. I looked for Roz and, during one appalling 

moment, thought that she had disappeared. Then I saw a yellow handlebar grip in a ditch, and hurried to 

rescue her. 

By February, she has made her way to the barely discernible border of communist Bulgaria, on the other side 

of which lay my mother in her crib, about to turn one. Murphy enters the “the insignificant little house which 

is Bulgaria’s Northern Frontier Fortress” and knocks on one of the doors. When no one answers, she knocks 

again. A delightful scene ensues: 

Again my knock remained unanswered, but this time, when I opened a door leading out of the hall, I found a 

policeman happily dozing by the stove, with a cat and two kittens on his lap. I immediately diagnosed that he 

was a nice policeman, and when I had gently roused him, and he had recovered from the shock of being 

required to function officially, I had my diagnosis confirmed. 

In December, the Bulgarian Embassy in London had issued me with a visa valid for only four days. Now this 

genial policeman, who spoke fluent English, took one look at the card, said that it was ridiculous, and issued 

me with a new visa entitling me to stay in Bulgaria as long as I wished! After which we sat by the stove and 

amiably discussed our two countries over glasses of brandy. 

She proceeds to cycle almost all the way to Istanbul, save a few short lifts from busses and trucks between 

blizzards in the Turkish highlands. On one of them, she barely escapes “being entombed in snow” when the 

bus tumbles into a ditch on the side of the mountain road and the snowplough dispatched to rescue it careens 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/03/27/margaret-wise-brown-the-important-book/
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off the cliff, killing both men onboard. Even in such proximity to death, her buoyant spirit and largehearted 

humanity shine through: 

As we waited the snow piled higher and higher around us, its silent softness contrasting eerily with the whine 

of the gale through the pass. It is on occasions such as these that I thank God for my sanguine temperament, 

which refuses to allow me to believe in disaster until it is finally manifest, and I noticed that my comrades in 

distress were equally well fortified against panic by their fatalistic acceptance of Allah’s Will. Yet perhaps we 

were all more apprehensive than we had allowed ourselves to recognise, for we cheered very loudly when the 

second snowplough eventually appeared. 

(You can tell by now that I have fallen wholeheartedly in love with this bygone stranger.) 

When she crosses over to Persia, presently the Islamic Republic of Iran, she shares a squalid bed with “a host 

of energetic fleas” in a box of a room at a roadside dosshouse, where she is awakened in the middle of the 

night by “a six-foot, scantily-clad Kurd” who has peeled her bedding from her and is leaning over in the 

moonlight. Without hesitation she pulls the pistol from under her pillow, fires it at the ceiling, and closes the 

scene. The next thing she writes is another exultation in beauty: 

On the following morning came one of the most glorious experiences of the entire journey — a fifteen-mile 

cycle-run in perfect weather around the base of Mount Ararat. This extraordinary mountain, which inspires 

the most complex emotions in the least imaginative traveller, affected me so deeply that I have thought of it 

ever since as a personality encountered, rather than a landscape observed… Cycling day after day beneath a 

sky of intense blue, through wild mountains whose solitude and beauty surpassed anything I had been able to 

imagine during my day-dreams about this journey. 
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“View of Nature in Ascending Regions” from Yaggi’s Geographical Portfolio, 1893. (Available as a 

print and as stationery cards.) 

In a sentiment that embodies the entwined history of light and consciousness, she adds: 

Particularly I remember the unique purity of the light, which gave to every variation of every colour an 

individual vitality and which lucidly emphasised every line, curve and angle. Here, for the first time, I became 

fully aware of light as something positive, rather than as a taken-for-granted aid to perceiving objects. 

Punctuating all this natural beauty are the most unhandsome manifestations of human nature: amateur bandits 

seize Roz, but a pistol shot Murphy fires into the air makes the scatter “like rabbits”; a “gorgeously uniformed 

and braided” young police officer summons her to his quarters in the police barracks on the pretext of some 

bureaucratic business and attempts to force himself on her, which she escapes by grabbing at his trousers and 

deploying “unprintable tactics to reduce him to a state of temporary agony.” Elsewhere, turbaned youths stone 

her within moments of her arrival in their village, further maiming her already ailing right arm, blistered with 

sunburn from all the long hours cycling steadily eastward. 

“Today a deep depression has moved over Dervla,” she writes with third-person remove in one of the handful 

of entries in which she allows herself anything other than absolute buoyancy of spirit. Upon arrival in 

Teheran, she is told at the embassy that “under no circumstances whatever would they grant a visa to a 

woman who intended cycling alone through Afghanistan” — six years earlier, a Swedish woman motorist had 

https://society6.com/product/view-of-nature-in-ascending-regions-by-levi-walter-yaggy-1893_framed-print?sku=s6-21915630p21a12v52a13v57?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/view-of-nature-in-ascending-regions-by-levi-walter-yaggy-1893_framed-print?sku=s6-21915630p21a12v52a13v57?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-cards?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/28/arthur-zajonc-catching-the-light/
https://society6.com/product/view-of-nature-in-ascending-regions-by-levi-walter-yaggy-1893_framed-print?sku=s6-21915630p21a12v52a13v57?curator=brainpicker
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been found chopped up to pieces, prompting the government to ban all lone woman travelers. With her usual 

wry rationalism, she points out that “women get murdered in Europe with monotonous regularity and that the 

hazards of travelling alone through [Afghanistan] were probably no greater than the hazards of doing likewise 

in Britain or France.” Her unassuming persistence grants her an audience with “a sufficiently senior man,” to 

whom she declares herself solely responsible for her fate, waiving all governmental responsibility. Her 

account of the exchange is one of the most multiply charming in the book: 

Fortunately, the victim of my machinations was an upholder of Free Enterprise and the Liberty of the 

Individual. He looked at me in silence for a moment, then said, “Well, I suppose if visas had been required in 

1492, the New World would not have been discovered. All right — I’ll play ball. But remember that all this is 

very unofficial and unbecoming to my position and I’m depending on you to come out alive at the other end, 

for my sake – which I somehow think you will do.” 

And off she goes, into the hinterland, her heart heavy with the news that two women have just been killed in 

the Mullah-provoked riots against women’s emancipation. Once again she turns to the nonhuman 

consolations of nature in this uncommonly beautiful corner of the globe: 

Every mile from Teheran was pure joy — as much the joy of space and silence as of visual loveliness… 

These extravagantly sweeping lines of plain and mountain are intoxicating to an islander and the blending of 

shades on the barren hillsides is a symphony of colour. 

Over and over, it seems like Murphy’s bright spirit is her natural amulet against misfortune. Stopping by to 

rest at a local village, she reaches across the barrier of language, culture, and age to reduce the local children 

to giggles by pretending to be a sheepdog, before metamorphosing into a donkey to crawl around the sand on 

all fours with three toddlers or her back. 
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Dervla Murphy and Roz in one of the villages she stopped to rest in. 
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She takes a detour to Omar Khayyám’s hometown, “to pay homage,” where she is mobbed by eager local 

youths begging her help — which she gives eagerly — with their English, waving their dictionaries and their 

copies of Jane Eyre, and bombarding her with complex pronunciation problems as she relishes the town’s 

stunning gardens full of “smooth lawns, pale green cascades of weeping willow and brilliant beds of 

carnations, roses, pansies and geraniums.” 

Everywhere she goes, she is a spectacle — some have never seen a bicycle, some have never seen a lone 

woman traveller, and none have never seen, nor could even conceive of, a woman traveling the world alone 

on a bicycle. In her baggy hand-me-down shirt and boots donated by the U.S. Army in the Middle East, she is 

often taken for a man — because, she speculates, “the idea of a woman travelling alone is so completely 

outside the experience and beyond the imagination of everyone.” 

Art from Bicycling for Ladies, 1896. (Available as a print and as stationery cards.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/08/bicycling-for-ladies-maria-ward-1896/
https://society6.com/product/dismounting-over-the-wheel-from-bicycling-for-ladies-by-maria-e-ward-1896_print?sku=s6-13681754p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/dismounting-over-the-wheel-from-bicycling-for-ladies-by-maria-e-ward-1896_cards?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/dismounting-over-the-wheel-from-bicycling-for-ladies-by-maria-e-ward-1896_print?sku=s6-13681754p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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Murphy observes these cultural peculiarities without the slightest bit of personal offense or judgment, only 

with largehearted curiosity, reserving her only instance of unconcealed contempt for an encounter with a 

member of a wholly different culture: 

American: “What the hell are you doing on this goddam road?” 

Me: (having taken an instant dislike to him) “Cycling.” 

American: “I can see that — but what the hell for?” 

Me: “For fun.” 

American: “Are you a nut-case or what? Gimme that bike and I’ll stick it on behind and you get in here and 

we’ll get out of this goddam frying-pan as fast as we can. This track isn’t fit for a camel!” 

Me: “When you’re on a cycle instead of in a jeep it doesn’t feel like a frying-pan. Moreover, if you look 

around you you’ll notice that the landscape compensates for the admittedly deplorable state of the road. In 

fact I enjoy cycling through this sort of country – but thank you for the kind offer. Goodbye.” 

As I rode on he passed me and yelled: “You are a goddam nut-case!” 

I regard this sort of life, with just Roz and me and the sky and the earth, as sheer bliss. 

For all the levity Murphy brings to her challenges, she is also moving through the world — a world so very 

different from the one she knows — with the deep-thinking, deep-feeling person’s unassailable sensitivity to 

the underlying complexities of culture. Often, her natural generosity of spirit leads her to layers of nuance that 

evade even the most forward-thinking of persons, even today; always, she meets the unknown not with 

judgment but with curiosity — that hallmark of true grandeur of spirit. Finding herself “quite sorry to be 

leaving Persia,” she reflects: 

Beneath all the physical dirt and moral corruption there is an elegance and dignity about life here which you 

can’t appreciate at first, while suffering under the impact of the more obvious and disagreeable national 

characteristics. The graciousness with which peasants greet each other and the effortless art with which a few 

beautiful rags and pieces of silver are made to furnish and decorate a whole house — in these and many other 

details Persia can still teach the West. I suppose it’s all a question of seeing one of the oldest and richest 

civilisations in the world long past its zenith. 

Even through the slow and difficult climb to Herat — a city “as old as history and as moving as a great epic 

poem” — she drinks in the beauty that remains her most steadfast fuel along the grueling journey: 

It took me four and a half hours to cover the thirty miles… but I enjoyed the wide silence of the desert in the 

cool of the morning. This is a city of absolute enchantment in the literal sense of the word. It loosens all the 

bonds binding the traveller to his own age and sets him free to live in a past that is vital and crude but never 

ugly. 
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So begins her love affair with Afghanistan, which casts a lifelong enchantment on her with its aura of 

unremitting beauty: the beauty of its nature, the beauty of its art, the beauty of its people — “by our standards, 

the best-looking people in the world,” endowed with a soft kindliness she has never encountered before: 

I already love the country and the people and somehow language barriers don’t matter when one feels such a 

degree of sympathy with a race which responds so graciously and kindly to a smile or a gesture of friendship. 

The country would soon emerge as her favorite leg of the journey by many orders of magnitude, beckoning 

her to return: 

This is the part of Afghanistan I was most eager to see, but in my wildest imaginings I never thought any 

landscape could be so magnificent. If I am murdered en route it will have been well worth while! 

In a splendid contribution to literature’s most exquisite meditations on the color blue, she writes from Herat: 

This morning I went to the outskirts of the town just to wander among the green woods and sit on green grass 

beside a little stream in a beautifully kept public park. Many of the streets are lined with enormous pine trees 

and a glorious garden of lawns and lavishly blooming rose bushes stretches in front of the mosque… I sat on 

the shady side of the enormous courtyard for almost an hour, enjoying the mosaics and the gold of the 

brickwork glowing against the blue sky. It was very peaceful there with no sound or movement except for a 

myriad twittering martins swooping in and out of the cool, dim passages between the hundreds of pillared 

archways. 

[…] 

The predominant colour here is blue of all shades, with yellow, black, pink, brown, green and orange tiles 

blended so skilfully that from a certain distance a façade or minaret looks as though made of some magic 

precious metal for the colour of which there is no name. 

Cycling through the most beautiful part of the Hindu Kush, she gasps once more at the otherworldly 

mesmerism of this world: 

The glory of those mountains makes one feel that it must all be a dream. Every peak and slope and outcrop is 

different in shape, texture and colour, the rock and shale and clay shaded purple, rose, green, ochre, black, 

pale grey, dark grey, brown, navy and off-white. Then, below those arid, soaring cliffs… graceful with 

willows and poplars, and soft with new grass and filled with bird-song and the rush of the river. 

But hers is no rosy enchantment with nature — she is equally attuned to its impartial brutality that comes 

even-handed with the beauty, ready to reduce human lives to trifling minutia in a matter of moments: 

For about the first twenty of this afternoon’s forty miles we were going through a narrow gorge overhung by 

mountains eroded to many grotesquely beautiful shapes — some were like the ruins of colossal Gothic 

cathedrals, others had crags worn by wind and water into parodies of sculptured human faces and always 

there was that incredible display of colours. Then the valley widened slightly and we came to a region of 

devastation, a shattered wilderness where giant rocks, the size of cottages, lay strewn everywhere, and wide 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/05/17/two-hundred-years-of-blue/
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fissures in the mountains warned that at the next earth tremor — and they are frequent here — the whole 

appearance of the area would change. 

Illustration from Bicycling for Ladies based on Alice Austen’s photographs. (Available as a print.) 

And yet, through the flat tires, the broken rib, the “extreme hunger than extreme thirst, which almost drives 

one mad,” the food poisoning, the pain of “mental loneliness,” the storms of ice and dust, the fingers burned 

on the metal handlebars while cycling through unbearable heat at 7,000 feet elevation, “the terrifying 

dehydration of mouth and nostrils and eyes until… a sort of staring blindness came on,” she never loses sight 

of why she has endeavored to do this in the first place — why she has obeyed the clarion call of wakefulness 

to life. In an entry emblematic of the spirit in which she has undertaken her journey, she writes: 

Another fabulous dust-storm is performing now and all electricity has gone off again, so I’m writing by oil-

lamp in a bath of sweat. 

Again and again she orients to beauty, writing from Pakistan: 

Behind us, almost overhanging the mess buildings, rose a 9,000-foot mountain wall of stark, grey rock which 

was repeated on the other side of the narrow valley; it’s this confinement which keeps the temperature so high 

despite an altitude of nearly 5,000 feet. Down the valley snow-capped peaks of over 20,000 feet were sharply 

beautiful against the gentle evening sky and as the setting sun caught the valley walls they changed colour so 

that their pink and violet glow seemed to illuminate the whole scene. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/08/bicycling-for-ladies-maria-ward-1896/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/26/alice-austen/
https://society6.com/product/art-from-bicycling-for-ladies-1896_print?sku=s6-13681723p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-from-bicycling-for-ladies-1896_print?sku=s6-13681723p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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While we were having dinner on the verandah a full moon rose and by the time the meal was over the valley 

looked so very lovely that I took myself off for a walk — to the unspoken disapproval of all those present! 

Having descended steeply for about half a mile my path turned west along the valley floor, leaving the 

shuttered stalls of the bazaar behind. Tall mulberry and apricot trees laid intricate shadows on the sandy path 

and the silence was broken only by the snow-enraged Gilgit River. The sky was a strange royal-blue with all 

but the brightest stars quenched, while on either side the mountains were transformed into silver barricades, as 

their quartz surfaces reflected the moonlight. 

Two days later: 

Today’s landscape was a series of dramatic contrasts. The valley floor around Gilgit Town showed the 

fragrant abundance of early summer – fields of trembling, silver-green wheat and richly golden barley, bushes 

of unfamiliar, lovely blossoms and, most beautiful of all, a rock-plant with tiny, golden-pink flowers, growing 

so lavishly in the crevices of the walls that it was like a sunset cloud draped over the grey stones. Then the 

valley narrowed to exclude the early sun until there was room only for the river between the opposing 

precipices and we were alone in a barren, rough, shadowy world, where nothing moved but the brown flood-

waters. 

Two weeks laters, from amid the glaciers of Pakistan’s challenging Babusar mountain pass: 

I saw two magnificent eagles and the air was filled all day with lark-song… Scintillating snow-peaks and 

regal fir trees, brilliant green meadows right up to the snowline and glistening glaciers in the gullies, 

waterfalls tumbling and sparkling everywhere and jewel-like wild flowers, rippling bird-songs and the faint, 

clean aroma of some unfamiliar herb. 

The overtone of the book, of the journey, of this uncommon consciousness moving through the common 

world, finds its distillation in a single line from the same entry: 

What a wonderful place this world is! 

I could go on — Full Tilt is one of those rare books, a handful in a lifetime if one is lucky, brimming with so 

many touching human moments and such astonishments of natural beauty that one cannot help but have more 

passages underlined than not. Read it — your life will thank you for it — then revisit composer Paola 

Prestini’s choral masterwork celebrating the history of the bicycle as an instrument of emancipation and 

Maria Ward’s nineteenth-century manifesto for bicycling, featuring photographs by her visionary friend and 

lover Alice Austen, who paved the way for women like Dervla Murphy. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/09/25/dervla-murphy-full-

tilt/?mc_cid=9833c380ae&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/9387693163/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/06/biking-through-time-paola-prestini/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/04/08/bicycling-for-ladies-maria-ward-1896/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/26/alice-austen/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/09/25/dervla-murphy-full-tilt/?mc_cid=9833c380ae&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/09/25/dervla-murphy-full-tilt/?mc_cid=9833c380ae&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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A December Day in Dixie 

by Kate Chopin 

 

Claude Monet, 

Train in the Snow 

The train was an hour and a half late. I failed to hear any complaints on that score from the few passengers 

who disembarked with me at Cypress Junction at 6:30 a.m. and confronted an icy blast that would better have 

stayed where it came from. But there was Emile Sautier’s saloon just across the tracks, flaunting an alluring 

sign that offered to hungry wayfarers ham and eggs, fried chicken, oysters and delicious coffee at any hour. 

Emile’s young wife was as fat and dirty as a little pig that has slept over time in an untidy sty. Possibly she 

had slept under the stove; the night must have been cold. She told us Emile had come home “boozy” the night 

before from town. She told it before his very face and he never said a word – only went ahead pouring coal-

oil on the fire that wouldn’t burn. She wore over her calico dress a heavy cloth jacket with huge pearl buttons 

and enormous puffed sleeves, and a tattered black-white “nubia” twined about her head and shoulders as if 

she were contemplating a morning walk. It is impossible for me to know what her intentions were. She stood 

in the doorway with her little dirty, fat, ring-bedecked hands against the frame, seeming to guard the approach 

to an adjacent apartment in which there was a cooking stove, a bed and other articles of domestic 

convenience. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin
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“Yas, he come home boozy, Emile, he don’ care, him; dat’s nuttin to him w’at happen’.” 

In his indifference to fate, the youth had lost an eye, a summer or two ago, and now he was saving no coal-oil 

for the lamps. 

We were clamoring for coffee. Any one of us was willing to forego the fried chicken, that was huddled 

outside under a slanting, icy board; or the oysters, that had never got off the train; or the ham that was 

grunting beneath the house; or the eggs, which were possibly out where the chicken was; but we did want 

coffee. 

Emile made us plenty of it, black as ink, since no one cared for the condensed milk which he offered with the 

sugar. 

We could hear the chattering of a cherub in the next room where the bed and cook stove were. And when the 

piggish little mother went in to dress it, what delicious prattle of 'Cadian French! what gurgling and 

suppressed laughter! One of my companions – there were three of us, two Natchitoches men and myself – one 

of them related an extraordinary experience which the infant had endured a month or two before. He had 

fallen into an old unused cistern a great distance from the house. In falling through the arms by some 

protecting limbs, and thus insecurely sustained he had called and wailed for two hours before help came. 

“Yas,” said his mother who had come back into the room, “’is face was black like de stove w’en we fine ‘im. 

An’ de cistern was all fill’ up wid lizard’ an’ snake’. It was one big snake all curl’ up on de udder en’ de 

branch, lookin’ at ‘im de whole time.” His little swarthy, rosy moon-face beamed cheerfully at us from over 

his mother’s shoulder, and his black eyes glittered like a squirrel’s. I wondered how he had lived through 

those two hours of suffering and terror. But the little children’s world is so unreal, that no doubt it is often 

difficult for them to distinguish between the life of the imagination and of reality. 

The earth was covered with two inches of snow, as white, as dazzling, as soft as northern snow and a hundred 

times more beautiful. Snow upon and beneath the moss-draped branches of the forests; snow along the 

bayou’s edges, powdering the low, pointed, thick palmetto growths; white snow and the fields and fields of 

white cotton bursting from dry bolls. The Natchitoches train sped leisurely through the white, still country, 

and I longed for some companion to sit beside me who would feel the marvelous and strange beauty of the 

scene as I did. My neighbor was a gentlemen of too practical a turn. 

“Oh! the cotton and the snow!” I almost screamed as the first vision of a white cotton field appeared. 

“Yes, the lazy rascals; won’t pick a lock of it; cotton at 4 cts, what’s the use they say.” 

“What’s the use,” I agreed. How cold and inky black the negroes looked, standing in the white patches. 

“Cotton’s in the fields all along here and down through the bayou Natchez country.” 

“Oh! it isn’t earthly – it’s Fairyland!” 

“Don’t know what the planters are going to do, unless they turn half the land into pasture and start raising 

cattle. What you going to do with that Cane river plantation of yours?” 
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“God knows. I wonder if it looks like this. Do you think they’ve picked the cotton – Do you think one could 

ever forget-“ 

Well some kind soul should have warned us not to go into Natchitoches town. The people were all stark mad. 

The snow had gone to their heads. 

“Keep them curtains shut tight,” said the driver of the rumbling old hack. “They don’t know what they about; 

they jus’ as lief pelt you to death as not.” 

The horses plunged in their break neck speed; the driver swore deep under his breath; pim! pam! the missles 

rained against the protecting curtains; the shrieks and yells outside were demoniac, blood curdling. – There 

was no court that day – the judges and lawyers were rolling in the snow with the boys and girls. There was no 

school that day; the professors at the Normal – those from the North-states, were showing off and getting the 

worst of it. The nuns up on the hill and their little charges were like march hares. Barred doors were no 

protection if an unguarded window had been forgotten. The sanctity of home and person was a myth to be 

demolished with pelting, melting, showering, suffocating snow. 

But the next day the sun came out and the snow all went away, except where bits of it lay here and there in 

protected roof angles. The magnolia leaves gleamed and seemed to smile in the sunshine. Hardy rose-vines 

clinging to old stuccoed pillars plumed themselves and bristled their leaves with satisfaction. And the violets 

peeped out to see if it was all over. 

“Ah! this is a southern day,” I uttered with deep gratification as I leisurely crossed the bridge afoot. A warm, 

gentle breeze was stirring. On the opposite side, a dear old lady was standing in her dear old doorway waiting 

for me. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-december-day-in-dixie 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/kate-chopin/short-story/a-december-day-in-dixie
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Toxic Texas Revealed 

 

The Lone Star State now ranks number one in industrial discharges into waterways, according to a new report 

issued by Environment America. 

by DYLAN BADDOUR 

SEPTEMBER 28, 2022, 4:42 PM, CDT 

This article originally appeared on Inside Climate News, a nonprofit, independent news organization that 

covers climate, energy and the environment. It is republished with permission. Sign up for their 

newsletter here.  

Texas is a notably easy place to set up shop for industrial projects with lots of liquid waste and nowhere good 

to put it. The state’s waterways are open for business, an analysis of Environmental Protection Agency data 

shows, to send large volumes of discarded chemicals and industrial discharge downstream and out to sea.  

In a new report by Environment America, a Denver-based nonprofit, Texas ranks first among U.S. states for 

toxic discharges into streams, rivers and lakes, a title held by Indiana since the organization began analyzing 

nationwide water pollution in 2009, when Texas ranked fourth.  

https://www.texasobserver.org/author/dylan-baddour/
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/28092022/texas-is-now-the-nations-biggest-emitter-of-toxic-substances-into-streams-rivers-and-lakes/
https://insideclimatenews.org/newsletter/
https://publicinterestnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/12/Wasting-Our-Waterways-vAM.pdf
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The report drew from data that was self-reported by industrial facilities and logged with the EPA. It tallied 

16.7 million pounds of toxic substances released into Texas water in 2020, up from 13.2 million in 2007. 

“Texas has a pretty lax regulatory environment where it’s very easy to permit new polluting facilities and very 

difficult to get fined for violations,” said Luke Metzger, director of Environment Texas, the local affiliate of 

Environment America. “They know they’ll likely get away with it.” 

He said penalties are low enough that companies can often still save money by flouting pollution laws and 

paying fines instead.  

Nitrate compounds—a common component of fertilizer runoff and industrial waste—account for up to 90 

percent of total toxic releases reported by industry nationwide. The rest is made up of  heavy metals such as 

lead; solvents such as tetrachloroethylene, and manganese compounds, methanol and ammonia. It also 

includes small amounts of potent substances known as “persistent bioaccumulative toxics,” which build up in 

people and animals, including mercury and dioxin. 

Many of these substances are known to make their ways from lakes and rivers to drinking water and breast 

milk.  

To discharge industrial waste, companies file permit applications with the Texas Commission on 

Environmental Quality, which processes dozens of such applications each week. But Texas doesn’t provide 

an easy way for citizens to know exactly what industrial polluters are putting into nearby waterways. Only the 

EPA’s Toxics Release Inventory enables online, location-based searches for toxics released by the largest 

permitted polluters, based on self-reporting. 

In contrast, the water pollution permit notices posted by the TCEQ for public review are more likely to cite 

“industrial wastewater” or “process water” rather than dive into the details of its specific toxic components. 

Water pollution permits do include limits for some kinds of pollutants, but the Texas data is not readily 

available online for just how much acetaldehyde, polycyclic aromatic compounds or polybrominated diphenyl 

ethers the discharge may contain. 

In a statement, the TCEQ said it oversees programs “to ensure safe and effective management of pollutants 

that may enter Texas surface waters,” including permitting, water monitoring and compliance enforcement.  

The agency “authorizes treated wastewater effluent discharges and includes a technical review and 

implementation procedures to ensure authorized discharges from properly operated and maintained facilities 

will meet Texas Surface Water Quality Standards,” it said. “Discharge authorizations also include monitoring 

and reporting requirements to monitor permit compliance.” 

The TCEQ received 52 water quality permit applications in the last month in Harris County,  Texas’ most 

populous county, home to Houston and the heart of the nation’s energy sector. Most of those permits were for 

domestic wastewater and municipal utility districts, but several came from large refineries and chemical 

plants in the county’s major industrial sector.  

https://www.texasobserver.org/emissions-events-chemical-release-tceq/
https://www.texasobserver.org/emissions-events-chemical-release-tceq/
https://edap.epa.gov/public/extensions/TRIToxicsTracker_embedded/TRIToxicsTracker_embedded.html?
https://aah-airmail.org/app/notices
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For example, one application filed by Oxy Vinyls, “a facility which manufactures polyvinyl chloride and 

anhydrous potassium hydroxide,” sought permission to discharge up to 105 million gallons per day, including 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k_rwM2LBBS6pLspLiJdJhUC_gik81duB/view?usp=sharing
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up to two million gallons of “treated process wastewaters from polyvinyl chloride production and vinyl 

chloride monomer (VCM) production.” (TCEQ does offer limited searches for the status of permits.)  

ADVERTISMENT 

That waste will flow through Patrick Bayou to the Houston Ship channel, Galveston Bay and then the sea. 

(Patrick Bayou is already so polluted that it’s listed by the EPA as a federal Superfund site). 

Of the 20 top polluting facilities in Texas identified by Environment Texas, 15 are on waterways of the 

coastal region, a vast expanse of former wetlands draining quickly to the Gulf of Mexico, including 13 

petroleum refineries or chemical plants. The other five are poultry-processing facilities. 

 

The top polluter in Texas is a chicken slaughter, production and frying plant in the small town of Mt. 

Pleasant, operated by Pilgrim’s Pride Corp, whose late founder built his French chateau on 43 acres in East 

Texas. 

Pilgrim’s Pride is one of the top U.S. processed chicken suppliers, producing seven brands of fried and 

prepared chicken items, including for meals at public schools, from several U.S. facilities. Environment Texas 

found that in 2020 it released 2.7 million pounds of nitrate compounds into nearby Tankersley Creek, which 

flows to Lake O’ the Pines.  

Two Valero refineries near the Galveston Bay, in Houston’s Manchester neighborhood, and another in Texas 

City, were the second and third top polluters in Texas, collectively accounting for 3.2 million pounds of water 

pollution that year, including 685,000 pounds of hydrogen cyanide, 1.4 million pounds of acrylonitrile and 

22,000 pounds of 1,2,4-trimethylbenzene, according to the EPA.  

Nearby in the city of Freeport, Dow Chemical Co. released 31 different chemicals into the tidal portion of the 

Brazos River, including 1,229 pounds of ethylene oxide and 23 pounds of hexachlorobenzene, according to 

the EPA. 

Dow, Valero, Pilgrim’s Pride and Oxy Vinyls did not immediately respond to requests for comment sent 

Tuesday.  

The report drew data from the EPA’s online Toxic Release Inventory, but cautioned that all the data was self-

reported by industries. The polluters themselves are responsible for alerting authorities when they have 

committed an infraction.  

In addition, many facilities release chemical waste into sewers, which isn’t included in reporting.  

“As a result, the data included in this report should be understood to reveal only a fraction of what is likely a 

much larger and more pervasive problem of toxic discharges to waterways,” said the report, which was 

produced in conjunction with the U.S. PIRG Education Fund and the Frontier Group.  

https://www6.tceq.texas.gov/wqpaq/index.cfm?fuseaction=home.AdvanceSearch
https://www.bizjournals.com/dallas/news/2019/09/30/pilgrim-s-pride-estate-auction-800-south-greer.html
https://www.pilgrims.com/locations/#United-States
http://www.goldkistfarms.com/
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The report recommended a nationwide systemic reduction in the use of toxic chemicals and updates of federal 

pollution standards to eliminate industrial dumping in waterways. 

Correction: An earlier version of this article incorrectly stated that Dow Chemical Co. released 27,000 

pounds of benzene into the tidal portion of the Brazos River. The benzene was released into the air. 

SUPPORT INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

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

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

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

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

LEARN MORE 

DYLAN BADDOUR is an Austin writer for Inside Climate News. His work has appeared in the Washington 

Post, The Guardian, Reuters, VICE News, BBC, Al Jazeera and more. He previously worked for the Houston 

Chronicle. 

 

https://www.texasobserver.org/texas-wastewater-industrial-discharge-pollution/ 

  

https://www.texasobserver.org/join/?utm_source=bottom+page+ask&utm_medium=site&utm_campaign=ongoing&utm_id=membership
https://www.texasobserver.org/author/dylan-baddour/
https://www.texasobserver.org/texas-wastewater-industrial-discharge-pollution/
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Potential first traces of the universe's earliest stars uncovered 

Distant quasar provides evidence of first-generation star that died in 'super-supernova' explosion 

November 7, 2022 

 

Astronomers may have discovered the ancient chemical remains of the first stars to light up the universe. 

Using an analysis of a distant quasar observed by the 8.1-meter Gemini North Telescope, located on Hawaii, 

the scientists found an unusual ratio of elements that, they argue, could come only from the debris produced 

by the all-consuming explosion of a 300-solar-mass first-generation star. The work was supported by the U.S. 

National Science Foundation. Gemini North is operated by NSF's NOIRLab. 

The very first stars likely formed when the universe was only 100 million years old, less than 1% of its 

current age. These first stars were so massive that, when they ended their lives as supernovae, they tore 

themselves apart and seeded interstellar space with a distinctive blend of heavy elements. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/potential-first-traces-universes-earliest-stars?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1539773&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1539773&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fnoirlab.edu%2Fpublic%2Fnews%2Fnoirlab2222%2F%3Flang&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fpotential-first-traces-universes-earliest-stars%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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By analyzing one of the most distant known quasars using the Gemini North Telescope, one of the two 

identical telescopes that make up the International Gemini Observatory, astronomers believe they have 

identified the remnant material of the explosion of a first-generation star. Using an innovative method to 

deduce the chemical elements contained in the clouds surrounding the quasar. They noticed a highly unusual 

composition — the material contained over 10 times more iron than magnesium compared to the ratio of these 

elements found in the sun. 

During their research, the astronomers studied results from a prior observation taken by the 8.1-meter Gemini 

North Telescope using the Gemini Near-Infrared Spectrograph. A spectrograph splits the light emitted by 

celestial objects into its constituent wavelengths, which carry information about which elements the objects 

contain. Gemini is one of the few telescopes of its size with suitable equipment to perform such observations. 

Two co-authors of the analysis, Yuzuru Yoshii and Hiroaki Sameshima of the University of Tokyo, have 

developed a method of estimating the abundance of the elements, enabling them to discover the 

conspicuously low magnesium-to-iron ratio. 

If this is indeed evidence of one of the first stars, the discovery will help explain how matter in the universe 

evolved into what it is today, including in humans. To test this interpretation more thoroughly, many more 

observations are required to see if other objects have similar characteristics.  

Astronomers might be able to find the chemical signatures of long-gone supernova explosions still imprinted 

on objects in the universe. 

"We now know what to look for, we have a pathway," said co-author Timothy Beers, an astronomer at the 

University of Notre Dame. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Mathematical and Physical Sciences (MPS) 

Division of Astronomical Sciences (MPS/AST) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/potential-first-traces-universes-earliest-

stars?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fnoirlab.edu%2Fpublic%2Fprograms%2Fgemini-observatory%2Fgemini-north%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fpotential-first-traces-universes-earliest-stars%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdoi.org%2F10.48550%2FarXiv.2207.11909&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fpotential-first-traces-universes-earliest-stars%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/mps
https://beta.nsf.gov/mps/ast
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Growing up in New York’s Hudson River Valley, photographer Virginia Hanusik saw her home heroically 

reflected in famous paintings. Now living and working in southeast Louisiana, Hanusik wants to capture the 

unsung beauty and nuanced narratives within the brutality of a landscape almost always seen through the lens 

of climate change. 
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Photos & Essay by Virginia Hanusik 

 

November 8, 2022 

10 

On the 16th anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, Hurricane Ida, one of the strongest storms in 

Louisiana’s recorded history, made landfall at Port Fourchon, a major offshore oil hub that services 

approximately 90% of the Gulf’s production platforms and drilling rigs. The aftermath of Ida, like so 

many disasters before it, unfolded over sweeping, large-scale landscapes to convey the magnitude of the 

destruction. These kinds of images of disaster, often captured by way of aerial and drone photography, 

dominate the visual database used by the media to illustrate the violence of climate change. But in reality, a 

single picture from that kind of stock imagery library can’t describe the complexities of such a massive 

environmental transition. And while a photograph of the record-breaking flooding in LaPlace, Louisiana, as a 

result of Ida evokes both fear and awe, those feelings fade just as quickly as the new cycle transitions to 

another crisis.  

What these images, consumed on a mass scale, don’t capture are important behavioral changes and the 

emotional connections residents have to that landscape — why they call this precarious place home. They 

certainly don’t show how Louisiana fits into the larger international paradigm shift of how we inhabit coastal 

space. 
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Lake Pontchartrain #8, 2022 
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Power Lines Near Kenner #2, 2020 
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Like the heroic 19th-century Hudson River School paintings connected an emerging national American 

identity to upstate New York (where I’m originally from) or how Carleton Watkins’ early photographs of the 

West were used for expansionist propaganda, this visual culture of disaster has turned south Louisiana into a 

commodity. But in the canon of American landscape art, the Gulf Coast is rarely represented by its inherent 

beauty like that of the Northeast and California, and that lack of representation ties into the region’s current 

environmental crisis. 
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Lake Pontchartrain #7, 2022 

Louisiana’s coastal deterioration is due in part to the levee building along the Mississippi River and 

humankind’s attempt to control its natural course. After the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, which inundated 

27,000 square miles across several states, Congress nationalized flood control measures along the river and 

granted that work to the Army Corps of Engineers. When Hurricane Ida hit in 2021, the parishes most 

impacted, like Terrebonne and Lafourche, were fractions of the land masses that they had been a century ago. 

By focusing on the architecture, landscape, and infrastructure of south Louisiana, my images are a means to 

convey how we’ve altered the land through these engineering measures and subsequently how we’ve chosen 

to protect certain communities over others. I intentionally seek out soft colors and the incomparable light of 

Louisiana sunsets to reflect these landscapes as they stand outside the context of disaster. 

 

Water, and the need to control it, is omnipresent here. Hurricane Ida was the biggest test of the multibillion-

dollar levee system surrounding New Orleans and its suburbs. Once the storm had passed, it was clear that 

ambitious investments in infrastructure work. Still, the system remains vulnerable to a 100-year storm, the 

kind that has a 1% chance of occurring every year. And the system grows weaker with each square mile of 
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coast lost to the Gulf of Mexico. Despite the instability of our present living situation, there’s simultaneously 

immense ethereal beauty here. I capture these moments in an attempt to convey the complexity of living with 

a changing climate while advocating for the value of this place that the rest of the country often sees as a 

sacrificial climate buffer zone, either through popular perception or policy. 

 

Dusk at the Industrial Canal, 2021 
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This moment in time forces us to reckon with how living along the water will look very different in the 

coming decades — especially as invisible infrastructures like flood insurance alter the physical landscape. 

Architectural styles and land use patterns all provide insight into the values of a certain place. In my work, I 

explore the engineered habitats we have adopted in order to live on or near the water and the emotional ties 

that keep Louisianians calling this part of the state home. 

 

Waking Up on the Mississippi River, 2021 

As stronger storms, sea level rise, and the further encroachment of the fossil fuel industry threaten the 

physical fabric of south Louisiana, how will our mental and emotional connections to these landscapes be 

preserved? And how can the architecture of these places promote solutions to living and building that are 

more harmonious with the natural world? Inevitably, time will tell us. But until then, I am grateful for every 

day that I get to live and photograph in Louisiana.  

http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780316176736
http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780316176736
http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780812975925
http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780316176736
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http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780812975925
http://www.acappellabooks.com/book/9780812975925
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Full Moon Over Lake Pontchartrain, 2021 

 

Virginia Hanusik is an artist whose projects explore the relationship between landscape, culture, and the 

built environment. Her work has been exhibited internationally; featured in The New Yorker, National 

Geographic, British Journal of Photography, and Oxford American, among others; and supported by the 

Pulitzer Center, Graham Foundation, Landmark Columbus Foundation, and Mellon Foundation. She 

regularly writes and speaks on landscape representation and the visual narrative of climate change and is on 

the board of directors of The Water Collaborative of Greater New Orleans. From 2020-2021, she was a 

Photography Fellow with Exhibit Columbus, where her multiyear project on the Mississippi River watershed 

explored the history of flooding and politics of disasters in the region. She is a rising Climate in Crisis 

Resident at Tulane University’s A Studio in the Woods, where she is working on a body of work about the 

inequality of disaster relief along the Gulf Coast. She lives in New Orleans. 

Opening photo: Hurricane Katrina Memorial on the Mississippi River Gulf Outlet, Shell Beach, Louisiana, 

2020 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-

louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-

%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GG

WWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GGWWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GGWWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GGWWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GGWWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/all-the-good-earth-virginia-hanusik-louisiana?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=11%2F8%20-%20Tue%20%28Good%20Earth%20%2B%20Giveaway%20%2B%20Free%20Shipping%29%20%2801GGWWWTQ14E8HNRHRQ65FX5R1%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Biologists identify coral disease resistance traits 

Study offers insights into coral immune responses to white plague disease 

November 7, 2022 

 

A U.S. National Science Foundation-supported study led by researchers at The University of Texas at 

Arlington provides a new framework for identifying coral disease resistance traits and examines the 

processes behind species survival. 

The analysis of how seven reef-building coral species in the Caribbean respond to white plague disease 

provides insights into the processes involved in lesion progression and species dynamics that lead to 

differences in disease outcomes. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/biologists-identify-coral-disease-resistance?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery#hero-credit-caption
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1928771&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.uta.edu%2Fnews%2Fnews-releases%2F2022%2F10%2F03%2Futa-biologists-identify-broad-coral-disease-resistance-traits%3Futm_campaign%3DMavWire%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3DMavWire_2022-10-03&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbiologists-identify-coral-disease-resistance%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.uta.edu%2Fnews%2Fnews-releases%2F2022%2F10%2F03%2Futa-biologists-identify-broad-coral-disease-resistance-traits%3Futm_campaign%3DMavWire%26utm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3DMavWire_2022-10-03&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbiologists-identify-coral-disease-resistance%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
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Biologist Laura Mydlarz and collaborators at UTA, Mote Marine Laboratory and the University of the 

Virgin Islands measured species' immune responses after controlled exposures to white plague disease, 

an infectious pathogen responsible for coral mortality. 

Caribbean coral reefs are in dramatic decline. Diseases like white plague have been rapidly killing the 

few corals that remain. "It's urgently important to learn how and why these diseases are spreading," 

says Dan Thornhill, a program director in NSF's Division of Ocean Sciences. "This team's research 

provides a window into the processes involved." 

The scientists tracked three responses: how lesions progressed on each species; how gene expression 

differed among species; and expression-level adaptations that led to differences in disease risk. 

In a paper published in Science Advances, the researchers report that they determined when corals 

developed disease lesions. The factors underlying lesion formation were complex and multifaceted, 

involving factors such as environmental triggers, gene expression patterns and the ability to discard 

aging cells. 

Previous studies on coral disease and immunity have successfully identified genes induced by disease 

that contribute to biological processes such as programmed cell death, autophagy, maintenance of the 

extracellular matrix, lipid metabolism and protein trafficking. 

However, comparing immune responses between coral species that differ in disease resistance or 

susceptibility, linking specific disease phenotypes to gene expression, and determining adaptive or 

plastic disease-resistance-associated expression patterns are still understudied. 

Mydlarz said the research responds to an urgent need to understand the differences between immune 

responses to infection and species-specific resistance mechanisms. 

Research areas 

Directorate for Geosciences (GEO) 

Division of Ocean Sciences (GEO/OCE) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/biologists-identify-coral-disease-

resistance?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery  

https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-57728a7f07425d0760fd5034cb?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.science.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1126%2Fsciadv.abo6153&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fbiologists-identify-coral-disease-resistance%3Futm_medium%3Demail%26utm_source%3Dgovdelivery
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo
https://beta.nsf.gov/geo/oce
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Proust’s Pinks 

By Christopher Prendergast 

For vast stretches of À la recherche du temps perdu, there is scarcely a page unadorned by vibrant colour. To 

commemorate the centenary of Marcel Proust’s death, Christopher Prendergast celebrates his use of pink, 

how its tone shifts from innocence to themes of sexual need, before finally fading out to grey at the novel’s 

close. 

PUBLISHED 

November 9, 2022 

 

James Abbot McNeil Whistler, Symphony in Blue and Pink, ca. 1868 — Source. 

Proust, a natural-born chromophiliac, was of the tribe for whom the value of colour lies not in what it depicts, 

stands for, or represents, but in what it intrinsically and self-sufficiently is — a fact of and a force in the 

world. When not beset by worries about “idolatry”, he was sympathetic to John Ruskin’s claim that “colour is 

the most sacred element of all visible things”.1 Proust would have doubtless also endorsed the spirit of 

Ruskin’s more secular version of the significance of colour: “it is richly bestowed on the highest works of 

creation and the eminent sign and seal of perfection in them; being associated with life in the human body, 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#christopher-prendergast
https://www.si.edu/object/symphony-blue-and-pink%3Afsg_F1903.179a-b
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn1
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with light in the sky, with purity and hardness of the earth — death, night and pollution of all kinds being 

colourless.”2 

Proust does not seem to have been familiar with Goethe’s Theory of Colours. He read a number of the 

German’s works, and some of his thoughts were posthumously gathered together from his diverse papers 

under the heading “Sur Goethe”, but with no mention of Theory of Colours. Similarly, while he partly 

modelled his fictional painter, Elstir, on Turner, there is no evidence that he knew of Turner’s tribute to 

Goethe (the 1843 painting with the title so long that Thackeray mocked it: Light and Colour (Goethe’s 

Theory)—The Morning after the Deluge—Moses Writing the Book of Genesis). However, it is not difficult to 

envisage Proust also siding with Goethe in the great quarrel with Newtonian optics. As someone who staked 

nearly everything in his aesthetic on the emphatic concatenation “true impression”, “genuine impression”, 

“real impression”, “first impression”, “original impression”, and “deepest impressions”, it is hard to see how 

Proust could not have agreed with Goethe that no account of colour is satisfactory without reference to human 

perception and subjectivity. He would doubtless have also been much taken with Goethe’s immensely 

suggestive definition of colour as “light’s suffering and joys”.3 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn2
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn3
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J. M. W. Turner, Light and Colour (Goethe’s Theory)—The Morning after the Deluge—Moses Writing the 

Book of Genesis, 1843 — Source. 

For vast stretches of À la recherche du temps perdu, Proust’s seven volume novel published between 1913 

and 1927, there is scarcely a page without a vibrant colour notation. The literary equivalent of the painter’s 

palette is rich in hue, tone and shade, and its various applications abundantly diverse, from the natural to the 

human world. There are several schools of thought whose cause is the identification of Proustian favourites. 

One vote goes to mauve (encouraged no doubt by the asparagus “stippled in mauve and azure”, the “mauve 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Unmatinapresledeluge.jpg
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tufts” of the lilac blossoms, the “mauve silk” of Oriane’s scarf, and the “round mauve eyes” of the seductive 

Princesse de Nassau).4 Another goes to the series red, white, and gold yellow, while I am aware of at least 

four voters rooting for pink. (The asparagus also has a tint of “rosy pink”.)5 This is where I myself shall pitch 

camp, while also stressing that it is not my purpose to adjudicate claims on the relative values of the colour 

world of the Recherche. The novel’s chromatic profuseness defies easy summary, and in the Favourites game 

there will inevitably be fierce competition. To grasp the pointlessness of the various attempts at constructing 

for Proust a hierarchy of colours that is crowned by one in particular, we need only turn to his short text on 

Monet (which remained in manuscript form during his lifetime). The paintings of Argenteuil, Vétheuil, Epte, 

and Giverny capture “those inert hours of the afternoon when the river is white and blue from the clouds and 

the sky, and greens from the trees and the lawns, and pink from the rays of the sun already setting on the 

trunks of the trees, and in the blackness lit with the red of the thickets in the gardens where the great dahlias 

are growing.”6 White, blue, green, pink, red, and black — where to begin in prioritizing any one colour? And 

especially where to begin given Proust’s reflection on the “colour” of memory in the concluding paragraph of 

“Combray”, with its image of memory as a geological formation, the strata of which are differently coloured, 

akin to “that veining, that variegation of colouring, which in certain rocks, in certain marbles, reveal 

differences in origin, in age, in formation.”7 

The Monet text does bring us to a question much debated at the time — the question of the so-called “modern 

colours”, especially of the fin de siècle. In his introduction to the 1868 edition of Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du 

mal, Théophile Gautier wrote of an art made from “colours from all palettes, notes from all key-boards . . . 

such is the inevitable and fatal idiom of peoples and civilizations where factitious life has replaced the natural 

life, and developed in man unknown wants.”8 This was a description from a certain point of view of what 

came to be called “decadence”. In relation to the colour palette of the modern painter, a central issue was the 

use of the new “aniline” colours, based on an industrial extraction from coal tar, and which in particular added 

to the artist’s palette the colour “mauve”. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn4
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn5
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn8
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Pattern sheet of aniline colours applied to silk from The Aniline Colours of the Badische Anilin- & Soda-

Fabrik Ludwigshafen on Rhine and their Application on Wool, Cotton, Silk, and other Textile Fibres (1901) 

— Source. 

The new aniline colours were controversial. Ruskin (for whom the “absolute colour” was scarlet) detested 

them, while Whistler signaled his distaste by means of a wilful misspelling designed to highlight his view of 

them as positively excremental — “analine”.9 Proust is part of this story, as witnessed by his own penchant 

for mauve (from the Duchesse de Guermantes’s scarf to the “mauve September sea”, not to mention the 

seductive mauves of Odette’s toilette).10 However, he also has another story to tell, and one that involves the 

citing of Baudelaire as the apostle of “modernity”. In the essay “Sainte-Beuve et Baudelaire”, he says of the 

poet that he was the pioneering figure in the discovery of the distinctively “modern colours”, with a special 

place reserved for one of them. “Remember that it was he who discovered all the true, modern, poetic colours, 

not very emphatic, but delightful, the pinks above all, together with blue, green and gold.”11 “Above all” is a 

strong qualifier and arguably excessive given that, apart from a couple of quotations from the poem “Chant 

d’automne”, Proust provides no evidence of such a claim by Baudelaire on behalf of pink. But the significant 

point here is Proust thought he found a legitimating support in Baudelaire for what was manifestly one of his 

own preferences. When in the essayistic Contre Sainte-Beuve, much of which is an exploratory trial run for 

https://archive.org/details/anilinecoloursof00badi/page/n294/mode/2up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn9
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn10
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what will become the Recherche, he characterizes the experience of colour as a form of “harmony”, the 

example he reaches for is pink: “The true colour of each thing moves us like a harmony, we want to cry when 

we see roses that are pink.”12 

II 

Within the Recherche itself, there would appear to be broadly two explanations of this attachment to pink. 

The first has to do with scope, the sheer range and versatility of Proust’s deployment of the colour spectrum 

throughout the novel. The display begins (where else?) on the Méséglise Way, with the hawthorn filling the 

narrator “with a joy . . . a pink hawthorn even more beautiful than the white” and in the village shop “where 

the more expensive biscuits were the pink ones”, an ally of the preference for “cream cheese when it was 

pink, when I had been allowed to crush strawberries in it.”13 All this before proceeding on the very next page 

to the first perception — through the hedge on “a path edged with jasmines, pansies and verbenas” of a 

“fragrant pink” — of Gilberte, her “face scattered with pink freckles”, along with the overheard name of 

“Gilberte” as “colouring the portion of pure air it had crossed”.14 

Among its many other functions, the Méséglise Way proves to be a launchpad for the career of pink 

throughout the rest of the novel, from the “pink flanks” of the Venetian palaces to the Duc de Guermantes’ 

pink pyjamas (not to mention the Tiepolo pink of both the lining of Albertine’s Fortuny dress and Odette’s tea 

gown).15 In Balbec, there is the view over sea and coastline from the hotel room to the “bar of soft pink, in a 

shade which I had not set eyes on since my very first paintbox”.16 (It is interesting to speculate what the 

young boy did with the paintbox.) View and viewing become a dialectical toing and froing between perceived 

landscape and a remembered painting, as a “touch of pink was added to the uniform grey of sea and sky” and 

where nature seems to be imitating a Whistler canvas (“this Harmony in Grey and Pink after Whistler”) rather 

than the other way round.17 And then, leaping volumes, there is the role of pink in the hallowed territory on 

which the birth of the Proustian aesthetic is staged, when in the Guermantes library the narrator processes the 

rapid succession of involuntary memories, one of which evokes “the pink reflection of the evening on the 

flower-covered wall of a country restaurant”.18 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn12
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn13
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn14
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn15
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn16
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James Abbot McNeill Whistler, Nocturne in Pink and Gray, Portrait of Lady Meux, 1881 — Source. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:James_Abbot_McNeill_Whistler_011.jpg
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The more fundamental value Proust attached to pink had to do with its “transparent” quality, in contrast to the 

thickly opaque aniline colours associated, in more senses than one, with the “dark”. As a natural home to 

light, pink is what he will come to call a “colour of life”. In a passage in Le Côté de Guermantes, it is dusk in 

the Bois de Boulogne, where over the lake “a pink cloud adds a last patch of living colour to the now tranquil 

sky”.19 There are echoes of Monet’s “pink from the rays of the sun already setting on the trunks of the trees” 

and of the autumn evenings “veiled in pink vapour” from the Baudelaire poem cited in the essay “Sainte-

Beuve et Baudelaire”. The French original for “living colour” is somewhat different: “couleur de vie”. It is an 

important difference (conveying less the living properties of colour than the intriguing notion of the colour of 

life itself), and equally important is the textual fact that it is only ever in connection with pink that the 

expression “couleur de vie” is ever used by Proust. Dawn rather than dusk is, however, the more appropriate 

setting for this relation of colour, light, and life. 

 

Claude Monet, Grainstacks at Giverny, Morning Effect, 1889 — Source. 

But under the pressure of sexual need, the colour can change shade, from the purer, more translucent 

dimension of pink to something darker. “I thought of the colours which I had seen close at hand a few hours 

before on the esplanade, and which were now going to reveal to me their taste”, he tells us as he contemplates 

Albertine asleep in bed, and he notes also “her face which seemed of a deeper pink”.20 When elsewhere the 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn19
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Monet_grainstacks-at-giverny-morning-effect_W1214.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn20
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narrator speaks of “the unforeseen element of colour, which acts not only as the dispenser of different shades, 

but also as a great creator, or at least alterer, of dimensions”, he is thinking primarily of instabilities and 

variations dependent on “different lighting effects” or angles of vision.21 On the other hand, the instability can 

also be a function of inward states, especially in the “danger zones of desire”, the “life in the body” as its 

secret life, elusive, unreadable, and often threatening. In the wood on the cliff top at Balbec, the narrator and 

the young girls play a game (“ring-on-a-string”). He is especially attentive to Albertine’s “plump pink face” 

and “the perfect pink of her complexion”, along with her more general demeanour — “laughing for all she 

was worth, pink and glowing with the joy and animation of the game”.22 But there is a flaw in the fabric of 

innocence: a “squeeze from the hand of Albertine had a sensual softness which seemed at one with the 

slightly mauve pink of her skin”.23 

Mauve! The colour of depravity in the extreme denunciation of the anilines. And then some pages later, her 

“complexion” acquires “a dark violet” hue and “on occasion the shade of her cheeks was as deep as the 

purplish pink of cyclamens”.24 The darkening is accentuated by moments “when the midnight shades of 

certain roses, whose red is so dark as to be almost black, gave her complexion an unhealthy appearance . . . 

filling her eyes with a look that was more perverse and unwholesome”.25 It is also a foretaste of what will 

become, in Sodome et Gomorrhe, the horror story of Gomorrah coming to Balbec in the form of the narrator’s 

suspicion of Albertine having had relations with Mademoiselle Vinteuil. Here pinkness becomes a source of 

near unendurable pain, as “the precious substance of her pink body” is imagined as a “pink ball curled up like 

a cat” and in the “place of Mlle Vinteuil’s friend”.26 And when in La Prisonnière the narrator coyly remarks 

to Albertine, “You’re so sweet and pink among all that snowy lace”, we know we have crossed over into 

menacing territory.27 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn21
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Frederick Carl Frieseke, Portrait of Madame Gely, ca. 1907 — Source. 

III 

With the darkening of the revered pink, there is also the parallel story of a fading, born of the stage that 

succeeds suffering. Bit by bit the pathology which drives the narrator to make a “prisoner” of Albertine 

breeds an ennui which in turn imprisons him. There are some further baroque flourishes with cheek, blood, 

and colour: “Her cheeks often looked pale, but seen from the side . . . they were suffused and brightened by 

blood which gave them the glow of those brisk winter mornings when, out for a walk, we see stone touched 

and ruddied by the sun, looking like pink granite and filling us with joy.”28 But stone and granite also point to 

something else: petrification, where the blood flush fades and, with it, the freshness of pink. The deeper the 

narrator sinks into indifference and boredom, the more the hitherto alluring Albertine loses colour and 

vivacity, as pinkness gives way to greyness. The “glittering actress of the beach” becomes the “grey 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Frederick_Carl_Frieseke,_1907c_-_Madame_Gely.jpg
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn28
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prisoner”: “once a captive in my house, the marvellous bird I had once seen walking on the promenade . . . 

lost all its colours”.29 

Grey is one aspect of a larger pattern of fade-out as the Recherche moves into its final stages (although it can 

also stoke madness, as with the example of the “lady in grey” whom the narrator imagines frolicking with 

Albertine in one of the shower cubicles on the beach at Balbec). Alongside the powerful “redemptive” 

message, the novel also sketches, if cursorily, a number of apocalyptic scenarios. The grimmest is of a planet 

extinguished as the warmth of the sun is progressively drained from it, heralding an endless frozen night. In a 

less drastic key, it has been reasonably suggested that, from his readings in Ruskin, Proust might have noted 

the latter’s imagining of a world, if not exactly colourless, then one chromatically drained: “Consider for a 

little while”, Ruskin wrote in Modern Painters, “what sort of a world it would be if all flowers were grey, all 

leaves black, and the sky brown.”30 It would be a world threatened by a withdrawal of “nature and life”, 

usurped by the “colourless” realm of “death, night and pollution of all kinds”.31 

 

James Abbot McNeill Whistler, Nocturne in Gray and Gold, Snow in Chelsea, ca. 1876 — Source. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks#fn29
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Something resembling the chromophiliac’s nightmare of a world without colour is to be found in the closing 

pages of the Recherche, as the characters and the book that contains them approach their respective ends. 

There is a premonition of this in the interlude between leaving the sanatorium and returning to Paris. In deep 

despond at “the thought of [his] lack of literary talent”, the narrator looks out of the window of the train and 

views with “indifference the flecks of orange and gold” with which the sun “splashed the windows of a 

house”, before seeing “another house which looked as though it were built of some strange pink material” and 

to which he responds with the “same absolute indifference”, as if he were an observer external to himself and 

who “had registered the colours without a trace of pleasure.”32 

But the most telling detail is a structural feature of Proust’s own prose style, as if colour is departing from the 

book itself. Pink is a case in point. Prior to eclipse, there is a deterioration, the fresh pink cheeks of À l’ombre 

des jeunes filles en fleur giving way to those of the fossilized Legrandin, their pink aspect the narrator now 

learns to have been an artificial effect of make-up, whose removal leaves a face with a “greyish look” and a 

man who is “a pallid pensive phantom of himself”.33 And then there comes the moment when there are no 

more pinks at all. The last instance is in the weak form of a farewell allusion to “the lady in pink” (aka Odette 

de Crécy).34 It is also, with some twenty pages still to go, the last mention in the Recherche of any colour at 

all, bar one. With just two pages left there is a terminal colour notation, the one that, by virtue of the absence 

of light, is often if controversially characterised as the termination of colour itself, namely black. In context it 

is but the property of two pairs of moustaches sported by two purely hypothetical gentlemen imagined solely 

for the purpose of making a more abstract point about the nature of time and decay. It is also the colour of the 

narrator’s own moustache (“I had not a single grey hair, my moustache was black”) and perhaps intended as 

on the same level as Albertine’s “respect for the colour black because it is always suitable and never out of 

place”.35 

One thing that it is certainly not is the Monet “black” lit with red singled out by Proust in his unpublished 

piece on the painter. What the translation has as “the blackness” that is “lit with the red of the thicket”, is in 

fact “la ténèbre”, the arriving darkness of fading daylight rather than the colour black itself, which Monet 

scarcely acknowledged as a colour. After his early years, he came to exclude it altogether from the palette — 

“I use white lead, cadmium yellow, vermilion, madder, cobalt blue, chrome green. That’s all.” — a position 

that Georges Clemenceau honoured at Monet’s death, when refusing to allow a black funeral shroud over the 

coffin.36 The triviality of black highlighted in connection with the mildly comical topic of moustaches also 

situates it far from the black leaves of Ruskin’s dystopian imagining of a world in the process of becoming 

colourless. But it is also at a great distance from the bright shades that so entranced the younger narrator. It is 

truly the colour of the sense of an ending. 

This essay has been excerpted and adapted from Living and Dying with Marcel Proust by Christopher 

Prendergast © 2022. The book first published 2022 by Europa Editions. 

 

Public Domain Works 

• The first six volumes of À la recherche du temps perdu translated into English by C. K. Scott 

Moncrieff 
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1922–31 

o Project Gutenberg 

Also Cited in… 

o Lost in Translation: Proust and Scott Moncrieff 

TEXTS 

• À la recherche du temps perdu by Marcel Proust, original French editions 

1913–1927 

o Project Gutenberg 

o Wikisource 

Also Cited in… 

o Lost in Translation: Proust and Scott Moncrieff 

TEXTS 

• Contre Sainte-Beuve 

Marcel Proustca. 1900 

o Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

• Paintings in Proust: A Visual Companion to In Search of Lost Time 

By Eric Karpeles 

A la recherche du temps perdu by Marcel Proust is one of the most profoundly visual works in Western 

literature. Eric Karpeles has identified and located the many paintings to which Proust makes reference and 

sets them alongside the relevant text from the novel; in other cases, where only a painter’s name is mentioned 

to indicate a certain style or appearance, Karpeles has chosen a representative work to illustrate the 

impression that Proust sought to evoke. 

More Info and Buy 

http://gutenberg.net.au/plusfifty-n-z.html#proust
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/lost-in-translation-proust-and-scott-moncrieff
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• Living and Dying with Marcel Proust 

By Christopher Prendergast 
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At once a careful contemplation Proust’s masterwork and an exploration of the rich sensory and 

impressionistic tapestry of a lived world, Living and Dying with Marcel Proust addresses such disparate 

Proustian obsessions as insomnia, food, digestion, color, addiction, memory, breath and breathing, breasts, 

snobbism, music, and humor. 

More Info and Buy 

 

• In Search of Lost Time 

By Marcel ProustTranslated by Lydia Davis, James Grieve, et al. 

Since the original, prewar translation there has been no completely new rendering of the French original into 

English. This translation brings to the fore a more sharply engaged, comic and lucid Proust. In Search of Lost 
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Time is one of the greatest, most entertaining reading experiences in any language. As the story unfolds from 

its magical opening scenes to its devastating end, it is the Penguin Proust that makes Proust accessible to a 

new generation. 

More Info and Buy 

 

The Public Domain Review receives a small percentage commission from sales made via the links to 

Bookshop.org (10%) and Amazon (4.5%). Thanks for supporting the project! For more recommended books, 

see all our “Further Reading” books, and browse our dedicated Bookshop.org stores for US and UK readers. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/prousts-pinks 
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A Scholar's Adventures In The Country 

by Harriet Beecher Stowe 

 

"If we could only live in the country," said my wife, "how much easier it would be to live!" 

"And how much cheaper!" said I. 

"To have a little place of our own, and raise our own things!" said my wife. "Dear me! I am heartsick when I 

think of the old place at home, and father's great garden. What peaches and melons we used to have! what 

green peas and corn! Now one has to buy every cent's worth of these things--and how they taste! Such wilted, 

miserable corn! Such peas! Then, if we lived in the country, we should have our own cow, and milk and 

cream in abundance; our own hens and chickens. We could have custard and ice-cream every day." 

"To say nothing of the trees and flowers, and all that," said I. 

The result of this little domestic duet was that my wife and I began to ride about the city of ---- to look up 

some pretty, interesting cottage, where our visions of rural bliss might be realized. Country residences, near 

the city, we found to bear rather a high price; so that it was no easy matter to find a situation suitable to the 

length of our purse; till, at last, a judicious friend suggested a happy expedient. 

"Borrow a few hundred," he said, "and give your note; you can save enough, very soon, to make the 

difference. When you raise everything you eat, you know it will make your salary go a wonderful deal 

further." 

"Certainly it will," said I. "And what can be more beautiful than to buy places by the simple process of giving 

one's note?--'tis so neat, and handy, and convenient!" 

"Why," pursued my friend, "there is Mr. B., my next-door neighbor--'tis enough to make one sick of life in the 

city to spend a week out on his farm. Such princely living as one gets! And he assures me that it costs him 

very little--scarce anything perceptible, in fact." 

"Indeed!" said I; "few people can say that." 

"Why," said my friend, "he has a couple of peach-trees for every month, from June till frost, that furnish as 

many peaches as he, and his wife, and ten children can dispose of. And then he has grapes, apricots, etc.; and 

last year his wife sold fifty dollars' worth from her strawberry patch, and had an abundance for the table 

besides. Out of the milk of only one cow they had butter enough to sell three or four pounds a week, besides 

abundance of milk and cream; and madam has the butter for her pocket money. This is the way country 

people manage." 

"Glorious!" thought I. And my wife and I could scarcely sleep, all night, for the brilliancy of our 

anticipations! 

https://americanliterature.com/author/harriet-beecher-stowe
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To be sure our delight was somewhat damped the next day by the coldness with which my good old uncle, 

Jeremiah Standfast, who happened along at precisely this crisis, listened to our visions. 

"You'll find it pleasant, children, in the summer time," said the hard-fisted old man, twirling his blue-checked 

pocket-handkerchief; "but I'm sorry you've gone in debt for the land." 

"Oh, but we shall soon save that--it's so much cheaper living in the country!" said both of us together. 

"Well, as to that, I don't think it is, to city-bred folks." 

Here I broke in with a flood of accounts of Mr. B.'s peach-trees, and Mrs. B.'s strawberries, butter, apricots, 

etc., etc.; to which the old gentleman listened with such a long, leathery, unmoved quietude of visage as quite 

provoked me, and gave me the worst possible opinion of his judgment. I was disappointed, too; for as he was 

reckoned one of the best practical farmers in the county, I had counted on an enthusiastic sympathy with all 

my agricultural designs. 

"I tell you what, children," he said, "a body can live in the country, as you say, amazin' cheap; but then a body 

must _know how_,"--and my uncle spread his pocket-handkerchief thoughtfully out upon his knees, and 

shook his head gravely. 

I thought him a terribly slow, stupid old body, and wondered how I had always entertained so high an opinion 

of his sense. 

"He is evidently getting old," said I to my wife; "his judgment is not what it used to be." 

At all events, our place was bought, and we moved out, well pleased, the first morning in April, not at all 

remembering the ill savor of that day for matters of wisdom. Our place was a pretty cottage, about two miles 

from the city, with grounds that had been tastefully laid out. There was no lack of winding paths, arbors, 

flower borders, and rosebushes, with which my wife was especially pleased. There was a little green lot, 

strolling off down to a brook, with a thick grove of trees at the end, where our cow was to be pastured. 

The first week or two went on happily enough in getting our little new pet of a house into trimness and good 

order; for as it had been long for sale, of course there was any amount of little repairs that had been left to 

amuse the leisure hours of the purchaser. Here a doorstep had given way, and needed replacing; there a 

shutter hung loose, and wanted a hinge; abundance of glass needed setting; and as to painting and papering, 

there was no end to that. Then my wife wanted a door cut here, to make our bedroom more convenient, and a 

china closet knocked up there, where no china closet before had been. We even ventured on throwing out a 

bay-window from our sitting-room, because we had luckily lighted on a workman who was so cheap that it 

was an actual saving of money to employ him. And to be sure our darling little cottage did lift up its head 

wonderfully for all this garnishing and furbishing. I got up early every morning, and nailed up the rosebushes, 

and my wife got up and watered geraniums, and both flattered ourselves and each other on our early hours 

and thrifty habits. But soon, like Adam and Eve in Paradise, we found our little domain to ask more hands 

than ours to get it into shape. So says I to my wife, "I will bring out a gardener when I come next time, and he 

shall lay the garden out, and get it into order; and after that I can easily keep it by the work of my leisure 

hours." 
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Our gardener was a very sublime sort of man,--an Englishman, and of course used to laying out noblemen's 

places,--and we became as grasshoppers in our own eyes when he talked of Lord This and That's estate, and 

began to question us about our carriage drive and conservatory; and we could with difficulty bring the 

gentleman down to any understanding of the humble limits of our expectations; merely to dress out the walks, 

and lay out a kitchen garden, and plant potatoes, turnips, beets and carrots, was quite a descent for him. In 

fact, so strong were his aesthetic preferences, that he persuaded my wife to let him dig all the turf off from a 

green square opposite the bay window, and to lay it out into divers little triangles, resembling small pieces of 

pie, together with circles, mounds, and various other geometrical ornaments, the planning and planting of 

which soon engrossed my wife's whole soul. The planting of the potatoes, beets, carrots, etc., was intrusted to 

a raw Irishman; for as to me, to confess the truth, I began to fear that digging did not agree with me. It is true 

that I was exceedingly vigorous at first, and actually planted with my own hands two or three long rows of 

potatoes; after which I got a turn of rheumatism in my shoulder, which lasted me a week. Stooping down to 

plant beets and radishes gave me a vertigo, so that I was obliged to content myself with a general 

superintendence of the garden; that is to say, I charged my Englishman to see that my Irishman did his duty 

properly, and then got on to my horse and rode to the city. But about one part of the matter, I must say, I was 

not remiss; and that is, in the purchase of seed and garden utensils. Not a day passed that I did not come home 

with my pockets stuffed with choice seeds, roots, etc.; and the variety of my garden utensils was unequaled. 

There was not a priming hook of any pattern, not a hoe, rake, or spade great or small, that I did not have 

specimens of; and flower seeds and bulbs were also forthcoming in liberal proportions. In fact, I had opened 

an account at a thriving seed store; for when a man is driving business on a large scale, it is not always 

convenient to hand out the change for every little matter, and buying things on account is as neat and 

agreeable a mode of acquisition as paying bills with one's notes. 

"You know we must have a cow," said my wife, the morning of our second week. Our friend the gardener, 

who had now worked with us at the rate of two dollars a day for two weeks, was at hand in a moment in our 

emergency. We wanted to buy a cow, and he had one to sell--a wonderful cow, of a real English breed. He 

would not sell her for any money, except to oblige particular friends; but as we had patronized him, we should 

have her for forty dollars. How much we were obliged to him! The forty dollars were speedily forthcoming, 

and so also was the cow. 

"What makes her shake her head in that way?" said my wife, apprehensively, as she observed the interesting 

beast making sundry demonstrations with her horns. "I hope she's gentle." 

The gardener fluently demonstrated that the animal was a pattern of all the softer graces, and that this head-

shaking was merely a little nervous affection consequent on the embarrassment of a new position. We had 

faith to believe almost anything at this time, and therefore came from the barn yard to the house as much 

satisfied with our purchase as Job with his three thousand camels and five hundred yoke of oxen. Her 

quondam master milked her for us the first evening, out of a delicate regard to her feelings as a stranger, and 

we fancied that we discerned forty dollars' worth of excellence in the very quality of the milk. 

But alas! the next morning our Irish girl came in with a most rueful face. "And is it milking that baste you'd 

have me be after?" she said; "sure, and she won't let me come near her." 

"Nonsense, Biddy!" said I; "you frightened her, perhaps; the cow is perfectly gentle;" and with the pail on my 

arm I sallied forth. The moment madam saw me entering the cow yard, she greeted me with a very expressive 

flourish of her horns. 
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"This won't do," said I, and I stopped. The lady evidently was serious in her intentions of resisting any 

personal approaches. I cut a cudgel, and, putting on a bold face, marched towards her, while Biddy followed 

with her milking stool. Apparently the beast saw the necessity of temporizing, for she assumed a demure 

expression, and Biddy sat down to milk. I stood sentry, and if the lady shook her head I shook my stick; and 

thus the milking operation proceeded with tolerable serenity and success. 

"There!" said I, with dignity, when the frothing pail was full to the brim. "That will do, Biddy," and I dropped 

my stick. Dump! came madam's heel on the side of the pail, and it flew like a rocket into the air, while the 

milky flood showered plentifully over me, and a new broadcloth riding-coat that I had assumed for the first 

time that morning. "Whew!" said I, as soon as I could get my breath from this extraordinary shower bath; 

"what's all this?" My wife came running towards the cow yard, as I stood with the milk streaming from my 

hair, filling my eyes, and dropping from the tip of my nose; and she and Biddy performed a recitative 

lamentation over me in alternate strophes, like the chorus in a Greek tragedy. Such was our first morning's 

experience; but as we had announced our bargain with some considerable flourish of trumpets among our 

neighbors and friends, we concluded to hush the matter up as much as possible. 

"These very superior cows are apt to be cross," said I; "we must bear with it as we do with the eccentricities of 

genius; besides, when she gets accustomed to us, it will be better." 

Madam was therefore installed into her pretty pasture lot, and my wife contemplated with pleasure the 

picturesque effect of her appearance, reclining on the green slope of the pasture lot, or standing ankle deep in 

the gurgling brook, or reclining under the deep shadows of the trees. She was, in fact, a handsome cow, which 

may account, in part, for some of her sins; and this consideration inspired me with some degree of indulgence 

towards her foibles. 

But when I found that Biddy could never succeed in getting near her in the pasture, and that any kind of 

success in the milking operations required my vigorous personal exertions morning and evening, the matter 

wore a more serious aspect, and I began to feel quite pensive and apprehensive. It is very well to talk of the 

pleasures of the milkmaid going out in the balmy freshness of the purple dawn; but imagine a poor fellow 

pulled out of bed on a drizzly, rainy morning, and equipping himself for a scamper through a wet pasture lot, 

rope in hand, at the heels of such a termagant as mine! In fact, madam established a regular series of 

exercises, which had all to be gone through before she would suffer herself to be captured; as, first, she would 

station herself plump in the middle of a marsh, which lay at the lower part of the lot, and look very innocent 

and absent-minded, as if reflecting on some sentimental subject. "Suke! Suke! Suke!" I ejaculate, cautiously 

tottering along the edge of the marsh, and holding out an ear of corn. The lady looks gracious, and comes 

forward, almost within reach of my hand. I make a plunge to throw the rope over her horns, and away she 

goes, kicking up mud and water into my face in her flight, while I, losing my balance, tumble forward into the 

marsh. I pick myself up, and, full of wrath, behold her placidly chewing her cud on the other side, with the 

meekest air imaginable, as who should say, "I hope you are not hurt, sir." I dash through swamp and bog 

furiously, resolving to carry all by a _coup de main_. Then follows a miscellaneous season of dodging, 

scampering, and bopeeping, among the trees of the grove, interspersed with sundry occasional races across 

the bog aforesaid. I always wondered how I caught her every day; and when I had tied her head to one post 

and her heels to another, I wiped the sweat from my brow, and thought I was paying dear for the eccentricities 

of genius. A genius she certainly was, for besides her surprising agility, she had other talents equally 

extraordinary. There was no fence that she could not take down; nowhere that she could not go. She took the 

pickets off the garden fence at her pleasure, using her horns as handily as I could use a claw hammer. 
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Whatever she had a mind to, whether it were a bite in the cabbage garden, or a run in the corn patch, or a 

foraging expedition into the flower borders, she made herself equally welcome and at home. Such a 

scampering and driving, such cries of "Suke here" and "Suke there," as constantly greeted our ears, kept our 

little establishment in a constant commotion. At last, when she one morning made a plunge at the skirts of my 

new broadcloth frock coat, and carried off one flap on her horns, my patience gave out, and I determined to 

sell her. 

As, however, I had made a good story of my misfortunes among my friends and neighbors, and amused them 

with sundry whimsical accounts of my various adventures in the cow-catching line, I found, when I came to 

speak of selling, that there was a general coolness on the subject, and nobody seemed disposed to be the 

recipient of my responsibilities. In short, I was glad, at last, to get fifteen dollars for her, and comforted 

myself with thinking that I had at least gained twenty-five dollars worth of experience in the transaction, to 

say nothing of the fine exercise. 

I comforted my soul, however, the day after, by purchasing and bringing home to my wife a fine swarm of 

bees. 

"Your bee, now," says I, "is a really classical insect, and breathes of Virgil and the Augustan age,--and then 

she is a domestic, tranquil, placid creature. How beautiful the murmuring of a hive near our honeysuckle of a 

calm, summer evening! Then they are tranquilly and peacefully amassing for us their stores of sweetness, 

while they lull us with their murmurs. What a beautiful image of disinterested benevolence!" 

My wife declared that I was quite a poet, and the beehive was duly installed near the flower plots, that the 

delicate creatures might have the full benefit of the honeysuckle and mignonette. My spirits began to rise. I 

bought three different treatises on the rearing of bees, and also one or two new patterns of hives, and proposed 

to rear my bees on the most approved model. I charged all the establishment to let me know when there was 

any indication of an emigrating spirit, that I might be ready to receive the new swarm into my patent mansion. 

Accordingly, one afternoon, when I was deep in an article that I was preparing for the "North American 

Review," intelligence was brought me that a swarm had risen. I was on the alert at once, and discovered, on 

going out, that the provoking creatures had chosen the top of a tree about thirty feet high to settle on. Now my 

books had carefully instructed me just how to approach the swarm and cover them with a new hive; but I had 

never contemplated the possibility of the swarm being, like Haman's gallows, forty cubits high. I looked 

despairingly upon the smooth-bark tree, which rose, like a column, full twenty feet, without branch or twig. 

"What is to be done?" said I, appealing to two or three neighbors. At last, at the recommendation of one of 

them, a ladder was raised against the tree, and, equipped with a shirt outside of my clothes, a green veil over 

my head, and a pair of leather gloves on my hands, I went up with a saw at my girdle to saw off the branch on 

which they had settled, and lower it by a rope to a neighbor, similarly equipped, who stood below with the 

hive. 

As a result of this manoeuvre the fastidious little insects were at length fairly installed at housekeeping in my 

new patent hive, and, rejoicing in my success, I again sat down to my article. 

That evening my wife and I took tea in our honeysuckle arbor, with our little ones and a friend or two, to 

whom I showed my treasures, and expatiated at large on the comforts and conveniences of the new patent 

hive. 
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But alas for the hopes of man! The little ungrateful wretches--what must they do but take advantage of my 

oversleeping myself, the next morning, to clear out for new quarters without so much as leaving me a P. P. C.! 

Such was the fact; at eight o'clock I found the new patent hive as good as ever; but the bees I have never seen 

from that day to this! 

"The rascally little conservatives!" said I; "I believe they have never had a new idea from the days of Virgil 

down, and are entirely unprepared to appreciate improvements." 

Meanwhile the seeds began to germinate in our garden, when we found, to our chagrin, that, between John 

Bull and Paddy, there had occurred sundry confusions in the several departments. Radishes had been planted 

broadcast, carrots and beets arranged in hills, and here and there a whole paper of seed appeared to have been 

planted bodily. My good old uncle, who, somewhat to my confusion, made me a call at this time, was greatly 

distressed and scandalized by the appearance of our garden. But by a deal of fussing, transplanting, and 

replanting, it was got into some shape and order. My uncle was rather troublesome, as careful old people are 

apt to be--annoying us by perpetual inquiries of what we gave for this and that, and running up provoking 

calculations on the final cost of matters; and we began to wish that his visits might be as short as would be 

convenient. 

But when, on taking leave, he promised to send us a fine young cow of his own raising, our hearts rather 

smote us for our impatience. 

"'Tain't any of your new breeds, nephew," said the old man, "yet I can say that she's a gentle, likely young 

crittur, and better worth forty dollars than many a one that's cried up for Ayrshire or Durham; and you shall be 

quite welcome to her." 

We thanked him, as in duty bound, and thought that if he was full of old-fashioned notions, he was no less full 

of kindness and good will. 

And now, with a new cow, with our garden beginning to thrive under the gentle showers of May, with our 

flower borders blooming, my wife and I began to think ourselves in Paradise. But alas! the same sun and rain 

that warmed our fruit and flowers brought up from the earth, like sulky gnomes, a vast array of purple-leaved 

weeds, that almost in a night seemed to cover the whole surface of the garden beds. Our gardeners both being 

gone, the weeding was expected to be done by me--one of the anticipated relaxations of my leisure hours. 

"Well," said I, in reply to a gentle intimation from my wife, "when my article is finished, I'll take a day and 

weed all up clean." 

Thus days slipped by, till at length the article was dispatched, and I proceeded to my garden. Amazement! 

Who could have possibly foreseen that anything earthly could grow so fast in a few days! There were no 

bounds, no alleys, no beds, no distinction of beet and carrot, nothing but a flourishing congregation of weeds 

nodding and bobbing in the morning breeze, as if to say, "We hope you are well, sir--we've got the ground, 

you see!" I began to explore, and to hoe, and to weed. Ah! did anybody ever try to clean a neglected carrot or 

beet bed, or bend his back in a hot sun over rows of weedy onions! He is the man to feel for my despair! How 

I weeded, and sweat, and sighed! till, when high noon came on, as the result of all my toils, only three beds 

were cleaned! And how disconsolate looked the good seed, thus unexpectedly delivered from its sheltering 
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tares, and laid open to a broiling July sun! Every juvenile beet and carrot lay flat down wilted, and drooping, 

as if, like me, they had been weeding, instead of being weeded. 

"This weeding is quite a serious matter," said I to my wife; "the fact is, I must have help about it!" 

"Just what I was myself thinking," said my wife. "My flower borders are all in confusion, and my petunia 

mounds so completely overgrown, that nobody would dream what they were meant for!" 

In short, it was agreed between us that we could not afford the expense of a full-grown man to keep our place; 

yet we must reinforce ourselves by the addition of a boy, and a brisk youngster from the vicinity was pitched 

upon as the happy addition. This youth was a fellow of decidedly quick parts, and in one forenoon made such 

a clearing in our garden that I was delighted. Bed after bed appeared to view, all cleared and dressed out with 

such celerity that I was quite ashamed of my own slowness, until, on examination, I discovered that he had, 

with great impartiality, pulled up both weeds and vegetables. 

This hopeful beginning was followed up by a succession of proceedings which should be recorded for the 

instruction of all who seek for help from the race of boys. Such a loser of all tools, great and small; such an 

invariable leaver-open of all gates, and letter-down of bars; such a personification of all manner of anarchy 

and ill luck, had never before been seen on the estate. His time, while I was gone to the city, was agreeably 

diversified with roosting on the fence, swinging on the gates, making poplar whistles for the children, hunting 

eggs, and eating whatever fruit happened to be in season, in which latter accomplishment he was certainly 

quite distinguished. After about three weeks of this kind of joint gardening, we concluded to dismiss Master 

Tom from the firm, and employ a man. 

"Things must be taken care of," said I, "and I cannot do it. 'Tis out of the question." And so the man was 

secured. 

But I am making a long story, and may chance to outrun the sympathies of my readers. Time would fail me to 

tell of the distresses manifold that fell upon me--of cows dried up by poor milkers; of hens that wouldn't set at 

all, and hens that, despite all law and reason, would set on one egg; of hens that, having hatched families, 

straightway led them into all manner of high grass and weeds, by which means numerous young chicks 

caught premature colds and perished; and how, when I, with manifold toil, had driven one of these 

inconsiderate gadders into a coop, to teach her domestic habits, the rats came down upon her and slew every 

chick in one night; how my pigs were always practicing gymnastic exercises over the fence of the sty, and 

marauding in the garden. I wonder that Fourier never conceived the idea of having his garden land ploughed 

by pigs; for certainly they manifest quite a decided elective attraction for turning up the earth. 

When autumn came, I went soberly to market, in the neighboring city, and bought my potatoes and turnips 

like any other man; for, between all the various systems of gardening pursued, I was obliged to confess that 

my first horticultural effort was a decided failure. But though all my rural visions had proved illusive, there 

were some very substantial realities. My bill at the seed store, for seeds, roots, and tools, for example, had run 

up to an amount that was perfectly unaccountable; then there were various smaller items, such as 

horseshoeing, carriage mending--for he who lives in the country and does business in the city must keep his 

vehicle and appurtenances. I had always prided myself on being an exact man, and settling every account, 

great and small, with the going out of the old year; but this season I found myself sorely put to it. In fact, had 

not I received a timely lift from my good old uncle, I should have made a complete break down. The old 
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gentleman's troublesome habit of ciphering and calculating, it seems, had led him beforehand to foresee that I 

was not exactly in the money-making line, nor likely to possess much surplus revenue to meet the note which 

I had given for my place; and, therefore, he quietly paid it himself, as I discovered, when, after much anxiety 

and some sleepless nights, I went to the holder to ask for an extension of credit. 

"He was right, after all," said I to my wife; "'to live cheap in the country, a body must know how.'" 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/harriet-beecher-stowe/short-story/a-scholars-adventures-in-the-country 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/harriet-beecher-stowe/short-story/a-scholars-adventures-in-the-country


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 619  february  2023 

 

150 

 

Night, by  Robert Creeley 

 

 

 

 

Needs most 

happily mutual, 

this given, 

that taken, 

 

the board clear, 

and the food 

reappears as 

one after one 
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is a street, and 
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to be coming, 
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an intersection when 
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locked door an 

inextricable tenderness 

of one man’s 

desire to be there. 
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