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The Poem That Inspired Radical Black Women to Organize 

Beah Richards is best known as an actor, but in 1951 she wrote a sweeping poem that influenced the Civil 

Rights Movement. 

 

Beah Richards in a still from the film, "Guess Who's Coming To Dinner." 

 Getty 

By: Ashawnta Jackson  

 There is always a catalyst for any movement, and for the Sojourners for Truth and Justice, it started with a 

poem. 

Beah Richards (Beulah Richardson), an actor perhaps best known for her work in Guess Who’s Coming to 

Dinner, wrote “A Black Woman Speaks of White Womanhood, of White Supremacy, of Peace” in 1950, and 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/ashawnta-jackson/
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first performed it at the American People’s Peace Congress, “a radical multiracial peace network that the 

U.S. State Department denounced for allegedly following the Communist Party line,” in 1951. In the 

poem, sociologist Cynthia Fabrizio Pelak explains, Richards “evokes early black women activists such as 

Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Ida B. Wells, rendering their work and calls for freedom and justice 

pertinent to the issues of the mid-twentieth century.” 

The poem illuminated the oppression Black women faced because they were Black women. 

Throughout the sweeping poem, Richards connected race, gender, and class for a crowd of 500 women at the 

Peace Congress. 

“I speak not mockingly 

but I fought for freedom, 

I’m fighting now for our unity. 

We are women all, 

and what wrongs you murders me 

and eventually marks your grave 

so we share a mutual death at the hand of tyranny.” 

[…] 

“I would that the poor among you could have 

seen through the scheme 

and joined hands with me, 

Then, we being the majority, could long ago have rescued our wasted lives.” 

The reception was overwhelming, and the Women’s Workshop helped her publish it as a pamphlet. This 

eventually brought Richards to another realm—as a cofounder of the civil rights organization Sojourners for 

Peace and Justice, which used “A Black Woman Speaks” as a framework for its efforts. 

The poem illuminated the oppression Black women faced because they were Black women. As Pelak writes, 

“Richards’ writing from the 1950s demonstrates that although the term intersectionality may have been 

coined in the late 1980s, the theorizing of intersecting systems of inequalities was not new.” 

Activist and educator Louise Thompson Patterson approached Richards after hearing her poem to ask her if 

she’d be interested in forming a political group. Other founding Sojourners included author and activist 

Shirley Graham Du Bois, as well as Charlotta Bass, a newspaper publisher and later the first Black woman 

nominated for vice president. Richards’s poem had been the spark. 

As historian Ashley D. Farmer writes, the organization “developed a Communist, black nationalist, and 

feminist agenda to end black women’s oppression.” Several Sojourners, including Richards, were put 

under years-long government surveillance under suspicion of being Communists. 

One issue that galvanized the organization was the release of Rosa Ingram, a Black Georgia sharecropper who 

was attacked by a neighboring white sharecropper. Two of her sons came to her defense, killing her attacker. 

Despite their pleading self-defense, the court found them guilty of murder and sentenced all three to death 

following a trial that lasted a single day. As the Sojourners wrote, “[We are] an all Negro woman’s 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43496992?mag=the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43496992?mag=the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize
https://daily.jstor.org/the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize/?utm_term=The%20Poem%20That%20Inspired%20Radical%20Black%20Women%20to%20Organize&utm_campaign=jstordaily_11052020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.28045786?mag=the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize&seq=3#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/womgenfamcol.4.2.0274?mag=the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/womgenfamcol.4.2.0274?mag=the-poem-that-inspired-radical-black-women-to-organize
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organization dedicated to the cause of winning complete freedom and liberty for Negro Americans, but 

specifically and presently to fight for the release of Rosa Ingram from a Georgia prison.” 
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Despite advancing ideas that are still active today, the Sojourners were short-lived, dissolving in 1952. But the 
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Africanist front through their anti-apartheid work,” and this work laid the groundwork for future movements. 
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Will you fight with me? 

White supremacy is your enemy and mine, 

So be careful when you talk with me. 

Remind me not of my slavery, I know it well 

but rather tell me of your own, 

Remember, you have never known me.” 

Beah Richards, Pelak acknowledges, “is not a name that immediately comes to mind when one thinks of 

feminist theorists of the twentieth century,” but her poem “gives voice to black women’s experiences and 

ideas.” 
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The Science of How Alive You Really Are: Alan Turing, Trees, and the Wonder of Life 

“The more a creature’s life is worth, the less of it is alive.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

When the young Alan Turing (June 23, 1912–June 7, 1954) lost the love of his life, Christopher, to a 

bacterium contracted from cow’s milk, the grief-savaged future father of computing comforted his beloved’s 

grief-savaged mother by telling her that “the body provides something for the spirit to look after and use.” For 

the remainder of his life, he never ceased contemplating this binary code of body and spirit — a 

preoccupation fanned by this leveling loss in young adulthood, but ignited in childhood, by a book he had 

been given at age ten, a book he later told his own mother was what opened his mind and heart to science. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/17/alan-turing-morcom-letters/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1508787069/braipick-20
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Alan Turing (far left) with classmates at Waterloo Station on the way to the school carriage. (Turing Digital 

Archive) 

Published the year Turing was born, impishly described by its author as being “mostly about things that you 

do not learn in school,” Natural Wonders Every Child Should Know (public library) by Edwin Tinney 

Brewster invited young minds to step through the portal of science and contemplate not why life is — the 

domain of Sunday school theology — but what life is and how it came to be that way. Before there were 

scientists, it fell on the “natural philosophers” — men (for they were only men) typically trained in theology 

— to make sense of nature’s phenomena and processes. Born in the middle of the nineteenth century, only a 

generation after the person for whom the word scientist was coined — the polymathic Scottish mathematician 

Mary Somerville — Brewster devoted his life to aiding humanity’s great migration from the epoch of religion 

to the epoch of reality. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1508787069/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/natural-wonders/oclc/38897098&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/20/mary-somerville/
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Light distribution on soap bubble from an 19th-century French science textbook. Available as a print and as a 

face mask. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/20/amedee-guillemin-le-monde-physique/
https://society6.com/product/light-distribution-on-soap-bubble-from-le-monde-physique-1882_print?sku=s6-11475521p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/light-distribution-on-soap-bubble-from-le-monde-physique-1882_print?sku=s6-11475521p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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The young Turing was captivated by Brewster’s playful analogies and his elegantly reasoned expositions of 

biological realities, worded so simply as to border on the poetic. How the chicken gets inside the egg, why we 

grow and grow old, what plants know — these wonders of life impressed the boy’s imagination with a 

lifelong passion: Unbeknownst to most, the father of modern computing devoted a substantial portion of his 

mind to an obscure branch of the biology of life known as morphogenesis — the process by which living 

organisms take their shape — which he illustrated in a series of hauntingly beautiful hand-drawn diagrams. 

Alan Turing’s little-known diagrams of morphogenesis.(Turing Digital Archive) 

The book’s most captivating chapter, titled “How Much of Us Is Alive,” explores not the existential 

puzzlement of the question — that is best left to the poets and the artists of life — but the science, the 

staggering and counterintuitive reality, of aliveness. Brewster writes: 

How much of a tree is alive? Certainly not the outer bark. That falls off in dry scales, or can be scraped off 

down to the white layers within, and the tree be none the worse. Certainly not the wood. One often comes 

across old trees that have lost limbs or been carelessly pruned, which are entirely decayed out on the inside, so 

that nothing is left but a thin shell next the bark. Yet these trees grow as vigorously as ever, and bear leaves 

and fruit like a solid tree. The bark is dead; and the wood is dead. Between the two is a thin layer, perhaps a 

quarter inch thru, which is alive. On one side, it is changing into dead wood. On the other side, it is changing 

into dead bark. The new wood is alive, and the new bark. Between them is something neither wood nor bark, 

but just living tree-stuff. The green leaves also are alive, and the green twigs, and the blossoms, and the 

growing buds. But at least half of every living tree is already dead; while the larger and longer lived a tree is, 

the smaller proportion of it is alive at one time. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/01/alan-turing-morphogenesis-diagrams/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/mary-oliver-blue-horses-fourth-sign-of-the-zodiac/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/16/bruce-lee-death-artist-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/01/alan-turing-morphogenesis-diagrams/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

11 

 

Art by Arthur Rackham for a rare edition of the Brothers Grimm fairy tales. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-from-a-rare-1917-edition-of-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tales_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

12 

What is true of trees, Brewster observes, is true of us. (And not only because we see so much of ourselves in 

trees.) We exert vast portions of our anxious creative energy on devising antidotes to our elemental fear of 

death — some mightier than others — and yet much of the bodies we live in is not, strictly speaking, alive at 

all: 

Our hair and nails are not alive at all, and that our outer skin, the thin skin, that is, which we tear off when we 

bark our shins, is fully alive only on the inside. Our “bark” in fact, is very like a tree’s. Each has a soft, thin, 

living layer on the inside, which grows, hardens, dies, forms a water-tight layer over the rest of the body, 

cracks into scales, and drops off. Where one forms cork, the other forms horn. Indeed the cork stoppers of our 

bottles are made from nothing more than an especially thick corky bark of a certain kind of oak, like the 

especially thick and homy soles of all bare-footed savages and some bare-footed little boys. 

With an eye to the biological fallacy at the heart of the famous biblical teaching that the life of every creature 

is its blood — refashioned in Bram Stoker’s iconic line from Dracula, “The blood is the life!” — Brewster 

counters: 

The blood itself is dead. The watery part is just soup; water and salt and fat and jelly. The minute, coin-like, 

red blood corpuscles carry the oxygen of the air from the lungs all over the body. But there are similar 

oxygen-carriers, likewise dead, in bottles in the drug-stores. The corpuscles are dead cells alive once, and like 

the hard skin cells, a great deal more useful dead than alive. 

After delineating how the same holds true of our teeth and the rest of our bones, Brewster draws out his 

analogy of cells as “living bricks” — with the caveat that even living cells are not fully alive, for the jelly of 

water and salt coursing through them is “just water and salt” — and adds: 

We are, then, built of living bricks, but of living bricks set in dead mortar. We saw that the great trees, 

complex and long lived, have more wood and bark and other dead substances in them than the shrubs, herbs, 

and grass. These in turn are less alive than the lowly water plants and yeasts and molds which have no wood 

or bark at all. The same is true of animals. The jelly-fishes and infusoria have neither skin, hair, bones, nails, 

nor blood, and are pretty much all alive. So the more a creature’s life is worth, the less of it is alive. 

The image of the “living bricks” particularly fascinated the young Turing, but it also struck him as somehow 

incomplete. Something was missing there, something didn’t add up to the mystery of consciousness, the 

wonder of what we are. In the mortar of his uncommon imagination, this incompleteness leavened the rise of 

modern computing. It is impossible to conceive of a Turing machine — that revolutionary mathematical 

progenitor of artificial intelligence — without brushing up against such elemental questions about the nature 

of aliveness, as Turing himself did when he gently threw his famous and formidable gauntlet of a test, asking 

whether a computer could ever “enjoy strawberries and cream, make someone fall in love with it, learn from 

experience, use words properly, be the subject of its own thought [or] do something really new.” The triumph 

of history is tracing the roots — ancient and alive — of our present condition in the world. The triumph of 

self-understanding is tracing the roots of the formative influences that make us who we are, that shape the 

people who shape the world. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/21/turing-natural-

wonders/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/10/antidotes-to-fear-of-death-rebecca-elson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/04/01/turing-jack-copeland/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/21/turing-natural-wonders/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/21/turing-natural-wonders/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Hill We Climb. 

Poem by Amanda Gorman. 

 

When day comes, we ask ourselves where can we find light in this never-ending shade? 

The loss we carry, a sea we must wade. 

We’ve braved the belly of the beast. 

We’ve learned that quiet isn’t always peace, 

and the norms and notions of what “just” is isn’t always justice. 

And yet, the dawn is ours before we knew it. 

Somehow we do it. 

Somehow we’ve weathered and witnessed a nation that isn’t broken, 

but simply unfinished. 
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We, the successors of a country and a time where a skinny Black girl descended from slaves and raised by a 

single mother can dream of becoming president, only to find herself reciting for one. 

And yes, we are far from polished, far from pristine, 

but that doesn’t mean we are striving to form a union that is perfect. 

We are striving to forge our union with purpose. 

To compose a country committed to all cultures, colors, characters, and conditions of man. 

And so we lift our gazes not to what stands between us, but what stands before us. 

We close the divide because we know, to put our future first, we must first put our differences aside. 

We lay down our arms so we can reach out our arms to one another. 

We seek harm to none and harmony for all. 

Let the globe, if nothing else, say this is true: 

That even as we grieved, we grew. 

That even as we hurt, we hoped. 

That even as we tired, we tried. 

That we’ll forever be tied together, victorious. 

Not because we will never again know defeat, but because we will never again sow division. 

 

Scripture tells us to envision that everyone shall sit under their own vine and fig tree and no one shall make 

them afraid. 

If we’re to live up to our own time, then victory won’t lie in the blade, but in all the bridges we’ve made. 

That is the promise to glade, the hill we climb, if only we dare. 

It’s because being American is more than a pride we inherit. 
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It’s the past we step into and how we repair it. 

We’ve seen a force that would shatter our nation rather than share it. 

Would destroy our country if it meant delaying democracy. 

This effort very nearly succeeded. 

But while democracy can be periodically delayed, 

it can never be permanently defeated. 

In this truth, in this faith, we trust, 

for while we have our eyes on the future, history has its eyes on us. 

This is the era of just redemption. 

We feared it at its inception. 

We did not feel prepared to be the heirs of such a terrifying hour, 

but within it, we found the power to author a new chapter, to offer hope and laughter to ourselves. 

So while once we asked, ‘How could we possibly prevail over catastrophe?’ now we assert, ‘How could 

catastrophe possibly prevail over us?’ 

We will not march back to what was, but move to what shall be: 

A country that is bruised but whole, benevolent but bold, fierce and free. 

We will not be turned around or interrupted by intimidation because we know our inaction and inertia will be 

the inheritance of the next generation. 

Our blunders become their burdens. 

But one thing is certain: 

If we merge mercy with might, and might with right, then love becomes our legacy and change, our children’s 

birthright. 

So let us leave behind a country better than the one we were left. 
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With every breath from my bronze-pounded chest, we will raise this wounded world into a wondrous one. 

We will rise from the golden hills of the west. 

We will rise from the wind-swept north-east where our forefathers first realized revolution. 

We will rise from the lake-rimmed cities of the midwestern states. 

We will rise from the sun-baked south. 

We will rebuild, reconcile, and recover. 

In every known nook of our nation, in every corner called our country, 

our people, diverse and beautiful, will emerge, battered and beautiful. 

When day comes, we step out of the shade, aflame and unafraid. 

The new dawn blooms as we free it. 

For there is always light, 

if only we’re brave enough to see it. 

If only we’re brave enough to be it.  
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A Natural History of the Artist's Palette 

By Philip Ball 

For all its transcendental appeals, art has always been inextricably grounded in the material realities of its 

production, an entwinement most evident in the intriguing history of artists' colours. Focusing in on painting's 

primary trio of red, yellow, and blue, Philip Ball explores the science and stories behind the pigments, from 

the red ochre of Lascaux to Yves Klein's blue. 

 

Plate 3 from Michel E. Chevreul's Exposé d’un moyen de définir et de nommer les couleurs (1861) — Source 

Having taken many centuries to figure out what the primary colours are, we are now in the process of 

abandoning them. The very notion of primaries can now spark furious arguments among colour specialists. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#philip-ball
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michel_Eug%C3%A8ne_Chevreul#/media/File:Cercle_chromatique_Chevreul_3.jpg
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Some point out that the trio many of us learnt at school — red, yellow and blue — applies only to mixing 

pigments; mix light, as in the pixels of television screens, and you need different primaries (roughly, red, 

blue, green). But if you print with inks, you use another “primary” system: yellow, cyan and magenta. And in 

the rainbow spectrum of visible light, there’s no hierarchy at all: no reason to promote yellow light above the 

slightly longer-wavelength orange. 

What’s more, even though painters learn how to mix colours — blue and yellow to give a green, say — they 

quickly learn that the results can be disappointingly muddy compared to a “pure” pigment with the intended 

colour: it’s especially hard to get a rich purple from red and blue. As a result, artists often think of colour not 

so much as an abstract property but in terms of the substance that makes it: madder red, ultramarine blue, 

cadmium yellow. To truly understand what colour means to the artist, we need to think of its materiality. Or 

to put it another way, what the artist’s palette is capable of producing has always depended on the materials at 

his or her disposal, and the ingenuity that went into procuring them. 

Red 

That ingenuity has never been lacking. During the last Ice Age life was nasty, brutish and short, yet humans 

still found time for art. Tools dated to around one hundred thousand years ago have been found in Blombos 

Cave on the coast of South Africa: grindstones and hammer-stones for crushing a natural red ochre pigment, 

and abalone shells for mixing the powder with animal fat and urine to make a paint that would be used to 

decorate bodies, animal skins, and perhaps cave walls. The paintings made 15-35 millennia ago at Chauvet, 

Lascaux and Altamira attest to the genuine artistry that early humans achieved using the colours readily to 

hand: black charcoal, white chalk and ground bone, and the earthy reds and yellows of ochre, a mineral form 

of iron oxide.1 

But the classic red pigments don’t rely on iron minerals, the hue of which is not the glorious red of a sunset or 

of blood, but of the earth. For many centuries, the primary red of the palette came from compounds of two 

other metals: lead and mercury. The pigment known as “red lead” was made by first corroding lead with 

vinegar fumes, turning the surface white, and then heating that material in air. It was used in ancient China 

and Egypt, Greece and Rome. 

For the Roman author Pliny, any bright red was called minium — but by the Middle Ages that Latin term was 

more or less synonymous with red lead, which was used extensively in manuscript illumination. From the 

verb miniare (to paint in minium) we get the term “miniature”: nothing to do, then, with the Latin minimus, 

“smallest”. The association today with a diminutive scale comes simply from the constraints of fitting a 

miniature on the manuscript page. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn1
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Illustration for the poet Herr Kristan von Hamle (folio 71v), from the Codex Manesse, an early 14th-century 

poetry anthology produced in Zurich — Source 

https://digi.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/diglit/cpg848
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Pliny’s best minium was a different red pigment, called cinnabar. This was a natural mineral: chemically, 

mercury sulfide. It was mined in the ancient world, partly for use as a red colourant but also because the 

liquid metal mercury could easily be extracted from it by heating. Mercury was thought to have almost 

miraculous properties: ancient Chinese alchemists in particular used it in medicines. 

By the Middle Ages, alchemists and craftspeople knew how to make mercury sulfide artificially by 

combining liquid mercury and yellow, pungent sulfur (available in mineral form) in a sealed vessel and 

heating them. This process, which was described in the craftsman’s manual De diversis artibus (ca. 1122) by 

the German monk Theophilus, can give a finer-quality pigment than natural cinnabar. It was a procedure of 

great interest to alchemists too, as the Arabic scholars of the eighth and ninth centuries had claimed that 

mercury and sulfur were the basic ingredients of all metals — so that combining them might be a route to 

making gold. Theophilus had no such esoteric goal in mind; he just wanted a good red paint. 

This “artificial cinnabar” became known by the name vermilion. The etymology is curious, and shows the 

confusing and treacherous flux of colour terms in an age when the hue of a substance seemed more significant 

than vague, pre-scientific notions of what its chemical identity was. It stems from the 

Latin vermiculum (“little worm”), since a bright red was once extracted from a species of crushed insect: not a 

paint pigment but a translucent dye of scarlet colour, arising from an organic (carbon-based) substance that 

the insects produce. 

Such dyes were also known as kermes (from the Sanskrit kirmidja: “derived from a worm”), the etymological 

root of crimson. Because the insects that made it could be found on Mediterranean trees as clusters encrusted 

in a resin and resembling berries, the dyes might also be called granum, meaning grain. From this comes the 

term ingrained, implying a cloth dyed in grain: the dye was tenacious and did not wash out easily. “‘Tis in 

grain sir, ‘twill endure wind or weather”, Olivia assures Viola of a painting in Twelfth Night.2 

Red dyes were associated with majesty, opulence, status and importance: they were the colours used for 

cardinals’ robes. Painters needed fine reds to render on board and canvas these dignitaries whose portraits 

they were increasingly commissioned to paint: Raphael’s Pope Julius II (1511-12) derives its aura of power 

partly from the brilliance of its reds. 

https://archive.org/details/theophiliquietru00theo/page/n69/mode/2up
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn2
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Raphael, Portrait of Pope Julius II, 1511 — Source 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pope_Julius_II.jpg
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Red lead and vermilion served well enough in the Middle Ages, but the increased demand for verisimilitude 

in the Renaissance meant that the orangeish hue of red lead or vermilion wasn’t adequate for depicting the 

purplish magnificence of these dyes on canvas. One alternative was to turn the dyes themselves into a paint 

pigment, by fixing their colourant molecules onto solid, colourless particles that could be dried and mixed 

with oils. This process involved some challenging chemistry, but even the ancient Egyptians knew how to do 

it. The basic idea is to precipitate a fine-grained white solid within a solution of the dye: the dye sticks to the 

particles, which dry to make a dark red powder. In the Middle Ages this process used the mineral alum, which 

can be converted to insoluble white aluminium hydroxide. The pigment made this way was called a lake, after 

the word (lac or lack) for a red resin exuded by insects indigenous to India and southeast Asia. 

One of the best red lakes of the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance was made from the dye extracted from 

the root of the madder plant. As lake manufacture was perfected, artists such as Titian and Tintoretto began to 

use these pigments mixed with oils, giving a slightly translucent paint that they would apply in many layers 

for a deep wine-red tint or wash over a blue to make purple. 

Aside from the creation of red lakes, rather little about the painter’s reds changed from the Middle Ages until 

modern times. The Impressionists in the late nineteenth century made avid use of the new yellows, oranges, 

greens, purples, and blues that advances in chemistry had given them, yet their reds were not really any 

different to those of Raphael and Titian. 

It wasn’t until the early twentieth century that a vibrant and reliable new red entered the repertoire. The 

discovery of the metal cadmium in 1817 immediately produced new yellow and orange pigments, but a deep 

red was made from this element only around the 1890s. The yellow and orange are both cadmium sulfide; but 

to get a red, some of the sulfur in this compound is replaced by the related element selenium. It wasn’t until 

1910 that cadmium red became widely available as a commercial colour, and its production became more 

economical when the chemicals company Bayer modified the method in 1919. 

Cadmium red is a rich, warm colour — and arguably the painter’s favourite red, except for the price. That was 

certainly true for Henri Matisse, for who red held a special valence — as his interiors in La Desserte (aka The 

Red Room, 1908), Red Studio (1911) and Large Red Interior (1948) attest. Of the second of these, the art 

critic John Russell said “It is a crucial moment in the history of painting: colour is on top, and making the 

most of it.”3 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn3
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Henri Matisse, The Red Studio, 1911 — Source 

Yellow 

The ochres used by the artists of prehistory offered them not just rusty reds but a kind of natural yellow too. 

This yellow ochre was, however, the hue of tawny hair and wood, and not at all the thing for tulips or an 

emperor’s satin robes. 

Brighter yellows were, from antiquity, made from synthetic compounds of tin, antimony, and lead. The 

ancient Egyptians knew how to combine lead with antimony ore, and in fact a natural mineral form of that 

yellow compound (lead antimonate) was also used as an artists’ material. It could be found on the volcanic 

slopes of Mount Vesuvius, which is how it came to be associated with Naples: from the seventeenth century a 

yellow composed of tin, lead, and antimony was often called “Naples yellow”. Other recipes for a yellow of 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/profzucker/22888990534
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similar appearance specified mixing the oxides of lead and tin. The ingredients weren’t always too clear, 

actually: when Italian medieval painters refer to giallorino, you can’t be sure if they mean a lead-tin or lead-

antimony material, and it is unlikely that the painters recognised much distinction. Before modern chemistry 

clarified matters from the late eighteenth century, names for pigments might refer to hue regardless of 

composition or origin, or vice versa. It could all be very confusing, and from a name alone you couldn’t 

always be sure quite what you were getting — or, for the historian today, quite what a painter of long ago was 

using or referring to. 

In some respects that’s still true now. A tube of modern “Naples yellow” won’t contain lead (shunned for its 

toxicity) or antimony, but might be a mixture of titanium white and a chromium-based yellow, blended to 

mimic the colour of the traditional material. There’s no harm in that; on the contrary, the paint is likely to be 

not only less poisonous but more stable, not to mention cheaper. But examples like this show how wedded 

artists’ colours are to the traditions from which they emerged. When you’re talking about vermilion, Indian 

yellow, Vandyke brown, orpiment, the name is part of the allure, hinting at a deep and rich link to the Old 

Masters. 

One thing is for sure: you won’t find the gorgeous orpiment yellow on the modern painter’s palette (unless 

perhaps they are consciously, and in this case rather hazardously, using archaic materials). It is a deep, golden 

yellow, finer than Naples and lead-tin yellows. The name simply means “pigment of gold”, and the material 

goes back to ancient times: the Egyptians made it by grinding up a rare yellow mineral. But by the Middle 

Ages, the dangers of orpiment were well known. The Italian artist Cennino Cennini says in his handbook Il 

libro ‘dell arte, written in the late fourteenth century, that it is “really poisonous”, and advises that you should 

“beware of soiling your mouth with it”.4 That’s because it consists of the chemical compound arsenic sulfide. 

Orpiment was one of the gorgeous but costly pigments imported to Europe from the East, in this case from 

Asia Minor. (In the early nineteenth century there were also imports from China, so that orpiment was sold in 

Britain as Chinese yellow.) Such alluring imports often arrived through the great trading centre of Venice, and 

orpiment was hard to acquire up in Northern Europe during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance — unless, 

like the German artist Lucas Cranach, who ran a pharmacy, you had specialist connections to exotic materials. 

Some orpiment was made not from the natural mineral but artificially by the chemical manipulations of 

alchemists. This type can be spotted on old paintings today by studying the pigment particles under the 

microscope: those made artificially tend to be more similar in size and have rounded grains. From the 

eighteenth century it was common to refer to this artificial orpiment as King’s yellow. Rembrandt evidently 

had a supplier of the stuff, which has been identified in his Portrait of a Couple as Isaac and Rebecca (often 

called The Jewish Bride), painted around 1665. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn4
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Rembrandt Harmensz. van Rijn, Portrait of a Couple as Isaac and Rebecca (known as The Jewish Bride), ca. 

1665 — Source 

If Dutch painters wanted a golden yellow like orpiment without the risk of poisoning, the Age of Empire 

supplied another option. From the seventeenth century, Dutch paintings (including those of Jan Vermeer) 

begin to feature a pigment known as Indian yellow, brought from the subcontinent by the trading ships of 

Holland. It arrived in the form of balls of dirty yellowish-green, although bright and untarnished in the 

middle, which bore the acrid tang of urine. What could this stuff be? Might it truly be made from urine in 

some way? Lurid speculation abounded; some said the key ingredient was the urine of snakes or camels, 

others that it was made from the urine of animals fed on turmeric. 

The mystery seemed to be solved in the late nineteenth century by T. N. Mukharji, an author, civil servant, 

and curator at Kolkata's Indian Museum. Making enquiries in Kolkata, Mukharji was directed to a village on 

the outskirts of the city of Monghyr in Bihar province, allegedly the sole source of the yellow material. Here, 

he reported, he found that a group of cattle owners would feed their livestock only on mango leaves. They 

collected the cows’ urine and heated it to precipitate a yellow solid which they pressed and dried into lumps. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rembrandt_Harmensz._van_Rijn_-_Portret_van_een_paar_als_oudtestamentische_figuren,_genaamd_%27Het_Joodse_bruidje%27_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg
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The cows (so the story goes) were given no other source of nutrition and so were in poor health. (Mango 

leaves might also contain mildly toxic substances.) In India such lack of care for cattle was sacrilegious, and 

legislation effectively banned the production of Indian yellow from the 1890s. 

There has been debate about how much of this story is true, but the basic outline seems to stand up — the 

pigment has a complicated chemical make-up but contains salts of compounds produced from substances in 

mango leaves when they are metabolized in the kidneys. 

 

Ragamala Rajput painting from northern India, ca. 1700, displaying heavy use of "Indian yellow" — Source 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kausa_Ragaputra.jpg
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J. M. W. Turner, Teignmouth, 1812. One of many Turner paintings to use "Indian yellow", but one of only a 

few to feature the animal whose urine lies at the centre of the colour's legend — Source 

If deadly arsenic-laden powers or cows’ urine did not appeal to artists, the choice of yellows was decidedly 

lacklustre — literally. There were yellow plant extracts, such as weld or saffron, that faded easily, or 

compounds of tin, lead and antimony with a pale, insipid quality. It’s not hard, then, to imagine the 

excitement of the French chemist Nicolas Louis Vauquelin when at the start of the nineteenth century he 

found he could make a vibrant yellow material by chemical alteration of a mineral from Siberia called 

crocoite. 

This stuff was itself red — it was popularly called Siberian red lead, since there was truly lead in it. But in 

1797 Vauquelin found there was something else too: a metallic element that no one had seen before, and 

which he named after the Greek word for colour, chrome or chromium. 

The name was aptly chosen, because Vauquelin soon discovered that chromium could produce compounds 

with various bright colours. Crocoite is a natural form of lead chromate, and when Vauquelin reconstituted 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Joseph_Mallord_William_Turner_(1775-1851)_-_Teignmouth_-_T03882_-_Tate.jpg
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this compound artificially in the laboratory, he found it could take on a bright yellow form. Depending on 

exactly how he made it, this material could range from a pale primrose yellow to a deeper hue, all the way 

through to orange. Vauquelin figured by 1804 that these compounds could be artists’ pigments, and they were 

being used that way even by the time the French chemist published his scientific report on them five years 

later. 

The pigment was expensive, and remained so even when deposits of crocoite as a source of chromium were 

discovered also in France, Scotland, and the United States. Chromium could also supply greens, most notably 

the pigment that became known as viridian and which was used avidly by the Impressionists and by Paul 

Cézanne. 

The chromium colours play a major role in the explosion of prismatic colour during the nineteenth century — 

evident not just in Impressionism and its progeny (Neo-Impressionism, Fauvism, and the work of Van Gogh) 

but also in the paintings of J. M. W. Turner and the Pre-Raphaelites. After the muted and sometimes 

downright murky shades of the eighteenth century — think of Joshua Reynolds’ muddy portraits and the 

brownish foliage of Poussin and Watteau — it was as if the sun had come out and a rainbow arced across the 

sky. Sunlight itself, the post-Impressionist Georges Seurat declared, held a golden orange-yellow within it. 

 

Georges Seurat, Seascape (Gravelines), 1890 — Source 

https://www.nga.gov/collection/art-object-page.157929.html
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For their sun-kissed yellows, the Pre-Raphaelites and Impressionists did not need to rely on chromium alone. 

In 1817, the German chemist Friedrich Stromeyer noticed that zinc smelting produced a by-product with a 

yellow colour in which he discovered another new metallic element, named after the archaic term for zinc 

ore, cadmia: he called it cadmium. Two years later, while experimenting on the chemistry of this element, he 

found that it would combine with sulfur to make a particularly brilliant yellow — or, with some modification 

to the process, orange. By the mid-century, as zinc smelting expanded and more of the byproduct became 

available, these materials were offered for sale to artists as cadmium yellow and cadmium orange. 

There’s a lesson in the cadmium pigments that applies to all colours, through all ages: they have often been 

byproducts of some other chemical process altogether, often discovered serendipitously as chemists and 

technologists pursue other goals — to make ointments, say, or soap, glass, or metals. 

Or dyes. If you buy a tube labeled “Indian yellow” today, mangoes and cows had nothing to do with it. It 

probably contains a synthetic pigment that goes by the unromantic name of PY (pigment yellow) 139 — a 

carbon-based molecule that is one of the countless offshoots of the industry that arose in the nineteenth 

century to supply bright dyes for textiles. The first of these artificial dyes, discovered in 1856, was aniline 

mauve. A chemically related “aniline yellow” — a member of the important family of colorants called azo 

dyes — was sold commercially from 1863. 

This manufacture of a galaxy of synthetic colours from petrochemicals seems a deeply unglamorous way to 

brighten the world today, compared to the age of King’s yellow, saffron, and Indian yellow. It could feel that 

what is saved in the purse is sacrificed in the romance. Maybe so. But artists are typically pragmatic people, 

as eager for novelty as they are attached to tradition. There has never been a time when they have not avidly 

seized on new sources of colour as soon as those appear, nor when they have not relied on chemistry to 

generate them. The collaboration of art and science, craft and commerce, chance and design, remains as 

vibrant as ever. 

Blue 

Blue has always spoken to something beyond ourselves: it is a colour that draws us into the void, the infinite 

sky. “Blue is the typical heavenly colour”, said Wassily Kandinsky in his book Concerning the Spiritual in 

Art (1912).5 And who would doubt it after seeing the ceiling of the Arena Chapel in Padua, painted by Giotto 

around 1305, a vault coloured like the last moments of a clear Italian twilight? Some cultures don’t even 

recognise the sky as having a hue at all, as if to acknowledge that no earthly spectrum can contain it. In the 

ancient Greek theory of colour, blue was a kind of darkness with just a little light added. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn5
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Detail featuring the Virgin Mary, from the ceiling of the Capella degli Scrovegni (Arena Chapel), in Padua, 

magnificently adorned with Giotto frescoes in ca. 1305. For the luminous blue throughout Giotto made use of 

ultramarine, which, due to its chemistry and expense, had to be applied on top of the already-dry fresco 

(fresco secco) — Source (Photo: José Luiz Bernardes Ribeiro, CC BY-SA 4.0) 

There’s a strong case to be made, then, that shades of midnight have always been the most treasured of artists’ 

colours. One of the earliest of the complex blue pigments made by chemistry was virtually an ancient industry 

in itself. The blue-glazed soapstone carvings known now as faience produced in the Middle East were traded 

throughout Europe by the second millennium BCE. Faience is typically now associated with ancient Egypt, 

but it was produced in Mesopotamia as long ago as 4500 BC, well before the time of the Pharaohs. It is a kind 

of glassy blue glaze, made by heating crushed quartz or sand with copper minerals and a small amount of lime 

or chalk and plant ash. The blue tint comes from copper — it is of the same family as the rich blue copper 

sulfate crystals of the school chemistry lab, although faience could range from turquoise-green to a deep dusk-

blue. These minerals were typically those today called azurite and malachite, both of them forms of the 

compound copper carbonate. It’s not at all unlikely, although probably impossible to prove, that the 

manufacture of glass itself from sand and alkaline ash or mineral soda began in experiments with firing 

faience in a kiln somewhere in Mesopotamia. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Virgin_Mary_-_Ceiling_-_Capella_degli_Scrovegni_-_Padua_2016.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
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Similar experimentation might have given rise to the discovery of the trademark blue pigment of the 

Egyptians, simply known as Egyptian blue or frit. The recipe, at any rate, is almost the same: sand, copper 

ore, and chalk or limestone. But unlike faience glaze, this material is not glassy but crystalline, meaning that 

the atoms comprising it form orderly arrays rather than a jumble. Producing the pigment requires some 

artisanal skill: both the composition and the kiln temperature must be just so, attesting to the fact that 

Egyptian chemists (as we’d call them today) knew their craft — and that the production of colours was seen 

as an important social task. After all, painting was far from frivolous: mostly it had a religious significance, 

and the artists were priests. 

The minerals azurite and malachite make good pigments in their own right — the first more bluish, the second 

with a green tint. They just need to be ground and mixed with a liquid binder. In the Middle Ages that was 

generally egg yolk for painting on wooden panels, and egg white (called glair) for manuscript illumination. 

Good-quality azurite wasn’t cheap, but there were deposits of the mineral throughout Europe. To the English 

(who had no local sources) it was German blue; the Germans knew it as mountain blue (Bergblau). 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

32 

 

Albrecht Altdorfer, Christ Taking Leave of His Mother, ca. 1520 — Source 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_taking_leave_of_his_Mother#/media/File:Albrecht_Altdorfer,_Christ_Taking_Leave_of_His_Mother_(probably_1520).jpg
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A cheaper blue was the plant extract indigo, used as a dye since ancient times. Unlike most organic dyes — 

those extracted from plants and animals — it doesn’t dissolve in water, but can be dried and ground into a 

powder like a mineral pigment, and then mixed with standard binding agents (such as oils) to make a paint. It 

gives a dark, sometimes purplish blue, sometimes lightened with lead white; Cennino described a “sort of sky 

blue resembling azurite” made this way from “Baghdad indigo”.6 As the name suggests — the 

Latin indicum shares the same root as “India” — the main sources for a European medieval artist were in the 

East, although a form of indigo could also be extracted from the woad plant, grown in Europe. 

But the artist who could find a patron with deep pockets would be inclined towards a finer blue than any of 

these. When the Italian traveller Marco Polo reached what is today Afghanistan around 1271, he visited a 

quarry on the remote headwaters of the Oxus River. “Here there is a high mountain”, he wrote, “out of which 

the best and finest blue is mined.”7 The region is now called Badakshan, and the blue stone is lapis lazuli, the 

source of the pigment ultramarine. 

Cennino shows us how deeply ultramarine blue was revered in the Middle Ages, writing that it “is a colour 

illustrious, beautiful, and most perfect, beyond all other colours; one could not say anything about it, or do 

anything with it, that its quality would not still surpass”.8 As the name implies, it came from “beyond the 

seas” — imported, since around the thirteenth century, at great expense from the Badakshan mines. 

Ultramarine was precious not just because it was a rare import, but because it was extremely laborious to 

make. Lapis lazuli is veined with the most gorgeous deep blue, but grinding it is typically disappointing: it 

turns greyish because of the impurities in the mineral. These impurities have to be separated from the blue 

material, which is done by kneading the powdered mineral with wax and washing the wax in water — the 

blue pigment flushes out into the water. This has to be done again and again to purify the pigment fully. The 

finest grades of ultramarine come out first, and the final flushes give only a low-quality, cheaper product, 

called ultramarine ash. The best ultramarine cost more than its weight in gold in the Middle Ages, and so it 

was usually used sparingly. To paint so extensively with the colour, as Giotto did in the Arena Chapel, was 

lavish in the extreme. 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn6
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn7
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn8
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Detail from "The Ascension" (folio 184r) from the Très Riches Heures du duc de Berry, ca. 1412 — Source 

More often the medieval painter would use ultramarine only for the most precious components of a painting. 

That seems to be the real reason why most altarpieces of this period that depict the Virgin Mary show her 

with blue robes. For all that art theorists have attempted to explain the symbolic significance of the colour — 

the hue of humility or virtue, say — it was largely a question of economics. Or, you might say, of making 

precious materials a devotional offering to God. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Folio_184r_-_The_Ascension.jpg
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You can compare azurite and ultramarine side by side in Titian’s explosion of Renaissance colour, Bacchus 

and Ariadne (1523). Here is that starry vault, turning to day before our eyes, and it is painted in ultramarine. 

So too is Ariadne’s robe, which dominates the scene. But the sea itself, on which we see Theseus’s boat 

receding from his abandoned lover, is azurite, with its greenish tint. 

 

Titian, Bacchus and Ariadne, 1523 — Source 

Over the centuries, artists accumulated a few other blues too. Around 1704 a colour-maker named Johann 

Jacob Diesbach, working in the Berlin laboratory of alchemist Johann Conrad Dippel, was attempting to make 

a red lake pigment when he found that he had produced something quite different: a deep blue material. He 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Titian_Bacchus_and_Ariadne.jpg
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had used a batch of the alkali potash in his recipe, supplied by Dippel — but which was contaminated with 

animal oil allegedly prepared from blood. The iron used by Diesbach reacted with the material in the oil to 

make a compound that — unusually for iron — is blue in colour. By 1710 it was being made as an artist’s 

material, generally known as Prussian blue. 

It wasn’t entirely clear what had gone into this mixture, and so for some years the recipe for making Prussian 

blue was surrounded by confusion and secrecy. In 1762 one French chemist declared that “Nothing is perhaps 

more peculiar than the process by which one obtains Prussian blue, and it must be owned that, if chance had 

not taken a hand, a profound theory would be necessary to invent it.”9 But chance was a constant companion 

in the history of making colours. At any rate, Prussian blue was both attractive and cheap — a tenth of the 

cost of ultramarine — and it was popular with artists including Thomas Gainsborough and Antoine Watteau. 

It comprises some of the rich blue Venetian skies of Canaletto. 

 

Canaletto, Piazza San Marco, ca. 1725 — Source 

Another blue from the Renaissance and Baroque periods went by the name of smalt, which is not so very 

different from the cobalt-blue glass of Gothic cathedrals such as Chartres, ground to a powder. Its origins are 

obscure, but may well come out of glass-making technology; one source attributes the invention to a 

Bohemian glassmaker of the mid-sixteenth century, although in fact smalt appears in earlier paintings. Cobalt 

minerals were found in silver mines, where their alleged toxicity (actually cobalt is only poisonous in high 

doses, and trace amounts are essential for human health) saw them named after “kobolds”, goblin-like 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources#fn9
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Giovanni_Antonio_Canal,_il_Canaletto_-_Piazza_San_Marco_-_WGA03883.jpg
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creatures said to haunt these subterranean realms and torment miners. Natural cobalt ores such as smaltite 

were used since antiquity to give glass a rich blue colour, and smalt was produced simply by grinding it up — 

not too finely, because then the blue becomes too pale as more light is scattered by the particles. As a result of 

its coarse grains, smalt was a gritty material and not easy to use. 

Some art historians make no distinctions between this “cobalt blue” and those that were given the name in the 

nineteenth century. But the latter were much finer, richer pigments, made artificially by systematic chemistry. 

In the late eighteenth century the French government asked the renowned chemist Louis-Jacques Thénard to 

look for a synthetic substitute for expensive ultramarine. After consulting potters, who used a cobalt-tinted 

glassy blue glaze, in 1802 Thénard devised a strongly coloured pigment with a similar chemical constitution: 

technically, the compound cobalt aluminate. Cobalt yielded several other colours besides deep blue. In the 

1850s a cobalt-based yellow pigment called aureolin became available in France, followed soon after by a 

purple pigment called cobalt violet: the first ever pure purple pigment apart from a few rather unstable plant 

extracts. A sky blue pigment called cerulean blue, a compound of cobalt and tin, was a favourite of some of 

the post-Impressionists. 

 

Claude Monet, La Gare Saint-Lazare, 1877 — Source 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:La_Gare_Saint-Lazare_-_Claude_Monet.jpg
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But what artists craved most of all was ultramarine itself — if only it wasn’t so expensive. Even by the mid-

nineteenth century it remained costly, which is why the Pre-Raphaelite Dante Gabriel Rossetti caused much 

dismay (not to mention added expense) when he upset a big pot of ultramarine paint while working on a 

mural for Oxford University. 

 

Pages from a Winsor & Newton catalogue, ca. 1895 — Source 

 

By Rossetti’s time, however, artists did at last have an alternative — it’s just that several of them had not yet 

learnt to trust it. As chemical knowledge and prowess burgeoned in the early nineteenth century, bringing new 

pigments such as cobalt blue onto the market, it seemed within the realms of possibility to try to make 

ultramarine artificially. 

It was a prize well worth striving for, because pigment manufacture had become big business. The 

manufacture of colours and paints wasn’t supplying artists; there was now a taste for colour in the world at 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/o-uommibatto-how-the-pre-raphaelites-became-obsessed-with-the-wombat
https://archive.org/details/catalogueofcolou00wins/page/6/mode/thumb


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

39 

large, in particular for interior decoration. Factories were set up in the nineteenth century to make and grind 

pigments. Some sold them in pure form to the artist’s suppliers, who would then mix up paints for their 

customers from pigment and oil. But some pigment manufacturers, such as Reeves and Winsor & Newton in 

England, began to provide oil paints ready-made; from the 1840s these were sold in collapsible tin tubes, 

which could be sealed to prevent paints from drying out and could be conveniently carried for painting out of 

doors. 

Mindful of the importance of the pigment market, in 1824 the French Society for Encouragement of National 

Industry offered a prize for the first practical synthesis of ultramarine. It is a complicated compound to make 

— unusually for such inorganic pigments, the blue colour comes not from a metal but from the presence of 

the element sulphur in the mineral crystals. This composition of ultramarine was first deduced by two French 

chemists in 1806, offering clues about what needed to go into a recipe for making it. In 1828, an industrial 

chemist named Jean-Baptiste Guimet in Toulouse described a way to make the blue material from clay, soda, 

charcoal, sand and sulfur, and he was awarded the prize (despite a rival claim from Germany). In England this 

synthetic ultramarine was subsequently widely known as French ultramarine, and Guimet was able to sell it at 

a tenth of the cost of the natural pigment. By the 1830s there were factories making synthetic ultramarine 

throughout Europe. 

Artists looked upon this substitute with considerable caution, however. Ultramarine still retained some of its 

old mystique and majesty, and painters were reluctant to believe that it could be turned out on an industrial 

scale. Perhaps the synthetic variety was inferior — might it fade or discolour? Actually synthetic ultramarine 

is (unlike some synthetic pigments) very stable and reliable, but J. M. W. Turner was evidently still wary of it 

when, in the mid-century, he was about to help himself to the ultramarine on another artist’s palette during 

one of the “finishing days” at the Royal Academy, where artists put their final touches to paintings already 

hung for display on the walls. Hearing the cry that this ultramarine was “French”, Turner declined to dab into 

it. 

But by the end of the century, synthetic ultramarine was a standard ingredient of the palette: small wonder, 

given that it could be a hundred or even a thousand times cheaper than the natural variety. Synthetic 

ultramarine is the pigment in Yves Klein’s patented International Klein Blue, which he used for a series of 

monochrome paintings in the 1950s and early 60s. But ultramarine never looked like this before — at least, 

not on the canvas. 
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Yves Klein, IKB 191, 1962, one of a number of works Klein painted with International Klein Blue 

— Source (Not public domain) 

Klein noticed that pigments tend to look richer and more gorgeous as a dry powder than when mixed with a 

binder — another consequence of how light gets transmitted and refracted — and he sought to capture this 

appearance in a paint. In 1955 he found his answer in a synthetic fixative resin called Rhodopas M60A, made 

by the Rhone-Poulenc chemicals company, which could be thinned to act as a binder without impairing the 

chromatic strength of the pigment. This gave the paint surface a matt, velvety texture. Klein collaborated with 

Edouard Adam, a Parisian chemical manufacturer and retailer of artists’ materials, to develop a recipe for 

binding ultramarine in this resin, mixed with other solvents. 

Even in the modern era, then, some artists were still depending on chemical assistance and expertise. Despite 

the profusion of new pigments with complicated and recondite chemical formulations, the intimate 

relationship of painters to their materials has not been entirely severed. 

 

Notes 

Public Domain Works 

 Il libro dell'arte (The Book of the Art) 

Cennino Cenninica. 1400 

o Internet Archive1844 translation by Mary Philadelphia Merrifield 

o Internet Archive1922 translation and notes by Christiana Herringham 

TEXTS 

 De diversis artibus (On Various Arts) 

Theophilus Presbyterca. 1122 

o Internet Archive1847 English translation and notes by Robert Hendrie 

TEXTS 

 Experiments and Considerations Touching Colours 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:IKB_191.jpg
https://archive.org/details/gri_33125009350998
https://archive.org/details/bookofartofcenni00cenn
https://archive.org/details/theophiliquietru00theo
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Robert Boyle1664 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

 The Painter's Companion, or, A Treatise on Colours 

John Hoofnail1823 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

 The Compleat Gentleman 

Henry Peacham1622 

o EEBO 

TEXTS 

 Theory of Colours 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe1810 

1840 English translation 

o Internet Archive 

o Project Gutenberg 

TEXTS 

Further Reading 

 Bright Earth: Art and the Invention of Color 

By Philip Ball 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/14504/14504-h/14504-h.htm
https://archive.org/details/painterscompanio00hoof
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A09195.0001.001
https://archive.org/details/goethestheoryco00goetgoog
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/50572/50572-h/50572-h.htm
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226036286/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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A fascinating historical study into how art and technology have interacted through the ages to bring us art in 

colour. 

More Info and Buy 

 

 An Atlas of Rare and Familiar Colour: The Harvard Art Museums' Forbes Pigment Collection 

By Kingston Trinder 

Visually excavating Harvard Art Museums’ extraordinary collection, this book examines the contained 

pigments and artefacts ― their provenance, composition, symbology and application. It also explores the 

larger related fields of chromatics, the historical narratives of art and chemistry, and the innovations with 

which we have sought to better illustrate our aesthetic and expressive compulsions. 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226036286/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0997593547/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226036286/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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More Info and Buy 

 

 Chromatopia: An Illustrated History of Color 

By David Coles 

This origin story of history’s most vivid color pigments is perfect for artists, history buffs, science lovers, and 

design fanatics. Spanning from the ancient world to modern leaps in technology, and vibrantly illustrated 

throughout, this book will add a little chroma to anyone’s understanding of the history of colors. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/0997593547/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1760760021/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1760760021/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0997593547/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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 The Secret Lives of Colour 

By Kassia St Clair 

The unusual stories of the 75 most fascinating shades, dyes and hues. From blonde to ginger, the brown that 

changed the way battles were fought to the white that protected against the plague, Picasso's blue period to the 

charcoal on the cave walls at Lascaux. 

More Info and Buy 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1473630835/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1473630835/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1760760021/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Books link through to Amazon who will give us a small percentage of sale price (ca. 4.5%). Discover more 

recommended books in our dedicated PDR Recommends section of the site. 

Philip Ball is a freelance science writer and broadcaster. He worked previously at Nature for over 20 years, 

first as an editor for physical sciences and then as a Consultant Editor. His writings on science for the popular 

press have covered topical issues ranging from cosmology to the future of molecular biology. His books 

include Bright Earth: The Invention of Colour (Penguin, 2002), Invisible: The Dangerous Allure of the 

Unseen (University Of Chicago Press, 2015) and most recently, How To Grow a Human (William Collins, 

2019). 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/primary-sources  

https://publicdomainreview.org/shop/pdr-recommends
https://www.amazon.com/dp/0226036286/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/022623889X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
http://www.amazon.com/dp/022623889X/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/amazon.com/How-Grow-Human-Adventures-Made/dp/0008331812/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1473630835/ref=nosim?tag=thepubdomrev-20
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Audre Lorde on Poetry as an Instrument of Change and the Courage to Feel as an Antidote to Fear, a 

Portal to Power and Possibility, and a Fulcrum of Action 

“As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings and the honest exploration of them become 

sanctuaries and spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for that 

difference so necessary to change and the conceptualization of any meaningful action.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

This is the precarious balance of a thriving society: exposing the fissures and fractures of democracy, but 

then, rather than letting them gape into abysses of cynicism, sealing them with the magma of lucid idealism 

that names the alternatives and, in naming them, equips the entire supercontinent of culture with a 

cartography of action. “Words have more power than any one can guess; it is by words that the world’s great 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1324004614/braipick-20
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fight, now in these civilized times, is carried on,” Mary Shelley wrote as she championed the courage to speak 

up against injustice two hundred years ago, amid a world that commended itself for being civilized while 

barring people like Shelley from access to education, occupation, and myriad other civil dignities on account 

of their chromosomes, and barring people just a few shades darker than her from just about every human right 

on account of their melanin. 

Shelley laced her novels with the exquisite prose-poetry of conviction, of vision that saw far beyond the 

horizons of her time and carried generations along the vector of that vision to shift the status quo into new 

frontiers of possibility. A century and a half after her, Audre Lorde (February 18, 1934–November 17, 

1992)– another woman of uncommon courage of conviction and potency of vision — expanded another 

horizon of possibility by the power of her words and her meteoric life. Lorde was a poet in both the literal 

sense at its most stunning and the largest, Baldwinian sense — “The poets (by which I mean all artists),” 

wrote her contemporary and coworker in the kingdom of culture James Baldwin, “are finally the only people 

who know the truth about us. Soldiers don’t. Statesmen don’t… Only poets.” Lorde understood the power of 

poetry — the power of words mortised into meaning and tenoned into truth, truth about who we are and who 

we are capable of being — and she wielded that power to pivot an imperfect world closer to its highest 

potential.Nowhere does that potency of understanding live with more focused force than in her 1977 

manifesto of an essay “Poetry Is Not a Luxury,” which opens The Selected Works of Audre Lorde (public 

library) — the excellent collection of poetry and prose, edited by Roxane Gay. 

 

Lorde, who resolved to live her life as a burst of light as she faced her death, and so lived it, writes: 

The quality of light by which we scrutinize our lives has direct bearing upon the product which we live, and 

upon the changes which we hope to bring about through those lives. It is within this light that we form those 

ideas by which we pursue our magic and make it realized. This is poetry as illumination, for it is through 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/07/03/mary-shelley-words-lodore/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/07/03/mary-shelley-words-lodore/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/01/audre-lorde-a-burst-of-light/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/06/01/audre-lorde-the-bees-cecile-mclorin-salvant/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/13/james-baldwin-the-artists-struggle-for-integrity/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1324004614/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/selected-works-of-audre-lorde/oclc/1137859033&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/selected-works-of-audre-lorde/oclc/1137859033&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/03/01/audre-lorde-a-burst-of-light/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1324004614/braipick-20
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poetry that we give name to those ideas which are — until the poem — nameless and formless, about to be 

birthed, but already felt. That distillation of experience from which true poetry springs births thought as 

dream births concept, as feeling births idea, as knowledge births (precedes) understanding. 

 

One of English artist Margaret C. Cook’s illustrations for a rare 1913 edition of Leaves of Grass. 

(Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/we-found-our-own-o-my-soul-in-the-calm-and-cool-of-the-daybreak_framed-print?sku=s6-8967204p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/we-found-our-own-o-my-soul-in-the-calm-and-cool-of-the-daybreak_framed-print?sku=s6-8967204p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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With an eye to how poetry uniquely anneals us by bringing us into intimate contact with those parts of 

ourselves we least understand and therefore most fear, Lorde adds: 

As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and to flourish within it, as we learn to use the products of that 

scrutiny for power within our living, those fears which rule our lives and form our silences begin to lose their 

control over us. 

I am reminded of the shared root of the words power and possibility in posse, Latin for “to be able,” as I read 

Lorde’s incisive insistence that for women, this place of possibility is buried beneath strata of historical 

silence and is therefore especially powerful once poetry — “poetry as a revelatory distillation of experience, 

not the sterile word play” — does the vital work of excavation: 

For each of us as women, there is a dark place within, where hidden and growing our true spirit rises… These 

places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and 

grown strong through that darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of 

creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. 

These reserves, Lorde argues, have remained hidden for epochs because the white founding fathers — of 

nations, of notions — have not honored them, have not named them, have not inscribed them into the 

collective vocabulary of standardized thought and selective memory we call culture. From this recognition 

rises, tender and titanic, the central animating ethos of her essay, of her life. A generation after Rebecca West 

insisted in her superb meditation on storytelling and survival that “art is not a plaything, but a necessity, and 

its essence, form, is not a decorative adjustment, but a cup into which life can be poured and lifted to the lips 

and be tasted,” Lorde writes: 

Poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality of the light within which we 

predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, first made into language, then into idea, then into 

more tangible action. Poetry is the way we help give name to the nameless so it can be thought. The farthest 

horizons of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, carved from the rock experiences of our daily 

lives. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/15/rebecca-west-art/
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Art by Beatrice Alemagna for A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
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In a sentiment evocative of Hannah Arendt’s sobering insight into speech, action, and how we change the 

world, Lorde considers what it takes for women, for non-white persons, for persons of daring and divergence 

from the status quo, to reconceptualize culture, then take action that bridges the new conception with a new 

reality: 

As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings and the honest exploration of them become 

sanctuaries and spawning grounds for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for that 

difference so necessary to change and the conceptualization of any meaningful action… We can train 

ourselves to respect our feelings and to transpose them into a language so they can be shared. And where that 

language does not yet exist, it is our poetry which helps to fashion it. Poetry is not only dream and vision; it is 

the skeleton architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations for a future of change, a bridge across our fears 

of what has never been before. 

Poetry, Lorde intimates, is also a singular prism for the present that becomes a portal of light from our 

impossible pasts to our possible futures. In a sentiment that especially gladdens me, as someone who dwells in 

the lives of the long-dead and unpeels the patina of neglect and indifference from their most luminous ideas 

for a more livable future, Lorde adds: 

There are no new ideas still waiting in the wings to save us… There are only old and forgotten ones, new 

combinations, extrapolations and recognitions from within ourselves — along with the renewed courage to try 

them out. And we must constantly encourage ourselves and each other to attempt the heretical actions that our 

dreams imply, and so many of our old ideas disparage. In the forefront of our move toward change, there is 

only poetry to hint at possibility made real. Our poems formulate the implications of ourselves, what we feel 

within and dare make real (or bring action into accordance with), our fears, our hopes, our most cherished 

terrors. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/17/hannah-arendt-human-condition-speech-action/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/17/hannah-arendt-human-condition-speech-action/
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Art by Kenard Pak for A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
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To step into that place of possibility, Lorde argues, requires that we question the notions we have taken as 

givens from the dominant culture, few more dangerous and limiting than the propagandist dictum that poetry 

— that is, the life of feeling, which is our locus of power, which is our fulcrum of action — is a luxury. In 

consonance with E.E. Cummings’s magnificent manifesto for being unafraid to feel, she writes: 

Within living structures defined by profit, by linear power, by institutional dehumanization, our feelings were 

not meant to survive… We have hidden that fact in the same place where we have hidden our power. They 

surface in our dreams, and it is our dreams that point the way to freedom. Those dreams are made realizable 

through our poems that give us the strength and courage to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare. If what we need 

to dream, to move our spirits most deeply and directly toward and through promise, is discounted as a luxury, 

then we give up the core — the fountain — of our power… the future of our worlds. 

For there are no new ideas. There are only new ways of making them felt — of examining what those ideas 

feel like being lived on Sunday morning at 7 A.M., after brunch, during wild love, making war, giving birth, 

mourning our dead — while we suffer the old longings, battle the old warnings and fears of being silent and 

impotent and alone, while we taste new possibilities and strengths. 

Complement this fragment of the wholly indispensable and inspiriting Selected Works of Audre Lorde with 

Lorde on silence, strength, and vulnerability and the importance of unity across difference in movements of 

social change, then revisit Adrienne Rich on the political power of poetry, Susan Sontag on the conscience of 

words, Robert Penn Warren on power, tenderness, and poetry as an instrument of democracy, and Grammy-

winning musician Cécile McLorin Salvant reading Lorde’s poem “The Bees.” 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/18/poetry-is-not-a-luxury-audre-

lorde/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/25/e-e-cummings-advice/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1324004614/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/20/audre-lorde-silence-visibility/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/02/audre-lorde-burst-of-light-kinship-difference/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/02/audre-lorde-burst-of-light-kinship-difference/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/08/23/adrienne-rich-poetry-politics/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/19/susan-sontag-the-conscience-of-words/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/19/susan-sontag-the-conscience-of-words/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/22/robert-penn-warren-democracy-and-poetry/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/06/01/audre-lorde-the-bees-cecile-mclorin-salvant/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/18/poetry-is-not-a-luxury-audre-lorde/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/18/poetry-is-not-a-luxury-audre-lorde/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Bowmen 

by Arthur Machen 

 

The Bowmen (1914) is about British Troops fighting in World War I who find unlikely help in the form of St. 

George and the ghosts of archers from the 1415 Battle of Agincourt. 

 

Enguerrand de Monstrelet, The Battle of Agincourt, 1515 

It was during the Retreat of the Eighty Thousand, and the authority of the Censorship is sufficient excuse for 

not being more explicit. But it was on the most awful day of that awful time, on the day when ruin and 

disaster came so near that their shadow fell over London far away; and, without any certain news, the hearts 

of men failed within them and grew faint; as if the agony of the army in the battlefield had entered into their 

souls. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/arthur-machen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Agincourt
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On this dreadful day, then, when three hundred thousand men in arms with all their artillery swelled like a 

flood against the little English company, there was one point above all other points in our battle line that was 

for a time in awful danger, not merely of defeat, but of utter annihilation. With the permission of the 

Censorship and of the military expert, this corner may, perhaps, be described as a salient, and if this angle 

were crushed and broken, then the English force as a whole would be shattered, the Allied left would be 

turned, and Sedan would inevitably follow. 

All the morning the German guns had thundered and shrieked against this corner, and against the thousand or 

so of men who held it. The men joked at the shells, and found funny names for them, and had bets about 

them, and greeted them with scraps of music-hall songs. But the shells came on and burst, and tore good 

Englishmen limb from limb, and tore brother from brother, and as the heat of the day increased so did the fury 

of that terrific cannonade. There was no help, it seemed. The English artillery was good, but there was not 

nearly enough of it; it was being steadily battered into scrap iron. 

There comes a moment in a storm at sea when people say to one another, "It is at its worst; it can blow no 

harder," and then there is a blast ten times more fierce than any before it. So it was in these British trenches. 

There were no stouter hearts in the whole world than the hearts of these men; but even they were appalled as 

this seven-times-heated hell of the German cannonade fell upon them and overwhelmed them and destroyed 

them. And at this very moment they saw from their trenches that a tremendous host was moving against their 

lines. Five hundred of the thousand remained, and as far as they could see the German infantry was pressing 

on against them, column upon column, a grey world of men, ten thousand of them, as it appeared afterwards. 

There was no hope at all. They shook hands, some of them. One man improvised a new version of the 

battlesong, "Good-bye, good-bye to Tipperary," ending with "And we shan't get there". And they all went on 

firing steadily. The officers pointed out that such an opportunity for high-class, fancy shooting might never 

occur again; the Germans dropped line after line; the Tipperary humorist asked, "What price Sidney Street?" 

And the few machine guns did their best. But everybody knew it was of no use. The dead grey bodies lay in 

companies and battalions, as others came on and on and on, and they swarmed and stirred and advanced from 

beyond and beyond. 

"World without end. Amen," said one of the British soldiers with some irrelevance as he took aim and fired. 

And then he remembered—he says he cannot think why or wherefore—a queer vegetarian restaurant in 

London where he had once or twice eaten eccentric dishes of cutlets made of lentils and nuts that pretended to 

be steak. On all the plates in this restaurant there was printed a figure of St. George in blue, with the motto, 

Adsit Anglis Sanctus Geogius—May St. George be a present help to the English. This soldier happened to 

know Latin and other useless things, and now, as he fired at his man in the grey advancing mass—300 yards 

away—he uttered the pious vegetarian motto. He went on firing to the end, and at last Bill on his right had to 

clout him cheerfully over the head to make him stop, pointing out as he did so that the King's ammunition 

cost money and was not lightly to be wasted in drilling funny patterns into dead Germans. 

For as the Latin scholar uttered his invocation he felt something between a shudder and an electric shock pass 

through his body. The roar of the battle died down in his ears to a gentle murmur; instead of it, he says, he 

heard a great voice and a shout louder than a thunder-peal crying, "Array, array, array!" 
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His heart grew hot as a burning coal, it grew cold as ice within him, as it seemed to him that a tumult of 

voices answered to his summons. He heard, or seemed to hear, thousands shouting: "St. George! St. George!" 

"Ha! messire; ha! sweet Saint, grant us good deliverance!" 

"St. George for merry England!" 

"Harow! Harow! Monseigneur St. George, succour us." 

"Ha! St. George! Ha! St. George! a long bow and a strong bow." 

"Heaven's Knight, aid us!" 

And as the soldier heard these voices he saw before him, beyond the trench, a long line of shapes, with a 

shining about them. They were like men who drew the bow, and with another shout their cloud of arrows flew 

singing and tingling through the air towards the German hosts. 

The other men in the trench were firing all the while. They had no hope; but they aimed just as if they had 

been shooting at Bisley. Suddenly one of them lifted up his voice in the plainest English, "Gawd help us!" he 

bellowed to the man next to him, "but we're blooming marvels! Look at those grey… gentlemen, look at 

them! D'ye see them? They're not going down in dozens, nor in 'undreds; it's thousands, it is. Look! look! 

there's a regiment gone while I'm talking to ye." 

"Shut it!" the other soldier bellowed, taking aim, "what are ye gassing about!" 

But he gulped with astonishment even as he spoke, for, indeed, the grey men were falling by the thousands. 

The English could hear the guttural scream of the German officers, the crackle of their revolvers as they shot 

the reluctant; and still line after line crashed to the earth. 

All the while the Latin-bred soldier heard the cry: "Harow! Harow! Monseigneur, dear saint, quick to our aid! 

St. George help us!" 

"High Chevalier, defend us!" 

The singing arrows fled so swift and thick that they darkened the air; the heathen horde melted from before 

them. 

"More machine guns!" Bill yelled to Tom. 

"Don't hear them," Tom yelled back. "But, thank God, anyway; they've got it in the neck." 

In fact, there were ten thousand dead German soldiers left before that salient of the English army, and 

consequently there was no Sedan. In Germany, a country ruled by scientific principles, the Great General 
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Staff decided that the contemptible English must have employed shells containing an unknown gas of a 

poisonous nature, as no wounds were discernible on the bodies of the dead German soldiers. But the man who 

knew what nuts tasted like when they called themselves steak knew also that St. George had brought his 

Agincourt Bowmen to help the English. 

 

The Bowmen was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Sun, Oct 25, 2020 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/arthur-machen/short-story/the-bowmen 

  

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
https://americanliterature.com/author/arthur-machen/short-story/the-bowmen
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And Wylde for to Hold 
by Lucie Brock-Broido 

 

Issue no. 128 (Fall 1993) 

On the chine of the first white inkling of the winter 

The Ravenmaster wraps his limbs in combs of wind. 

It is November; the tower closes down 

For night. He is wont to dwell on 

Bridles, stars, medieval presaging. I will be ringed 

At ankle, am a corvid thing. 

Ruin is formal. 

Metal, tether, one good name. 

Virgin wool still with the body's oils keeps the cold, an augury. 

A man who lives in a circular stair keeps watch. 

The lighthouse I let go of, as a girl. 

Since in your hand you seek to tame 

Me, ravening, am wont to salt my own — 

My will be done. 

He breeds the bird to clip its wings. 

Form is mortal & habitual. 

As for my own limbs which are flightless 

As a fortress knuckled to the earth, 

As for my Own —I am scoured. 

Ask others, whether I do lie. 

Lack of water, lack of light, 

Lack of heat, lack of bedding, I should go 

On this way forever; it is my wont to go. 

Tonight —the wind will be high in its scaffolding, 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b7cb2b48e5&e=d538c8f2e0
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On the strength. I will listen for its habit 

Especially about the throat like an Elizabethan cuff 

At the crude nest of the mouth. Our bed 

Will be lined with shredded bark from sycamore & hair. 

Let them lie broad awake in their nest, scissoring. 

None will fly. 

As for my own —I will line my speech 

Like the seven mottled & pale 

Eggs, incubating, after being held Round 

So long. None will fly. 

And wild to hold, 

And wild to speak, 

And wild to ruin, 

And wild to tame. 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b7cb2b48e5&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b7cb2b48e5&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b7cb2b48e5&e=d538c8f2e0
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Major drivers of genetic differentiation in Iberian Arabidopsis thaliana 

MATHEMATICS • PLANT BIOLOGY • STATISTICS 

ByBCAM  

 Populations are not static, and the geographic distribution of genetic diversity within and among populations 

is changing continuously. The drivers of genetic differentiation is one of the cornerstones in evolution, as 

genetic diversity is paramount for the ability of populations to adapt and persist in changing environments. 

The spatio-temporal changes in genetic diversity constantly taking place in any population —regardless of the 

causes, pace and the phenotypic effects of such changes— constitute the raw material upon which natural 

selection eventually acts. 

Now, a team of researchers has put three models to the test 1 in order to identify the major drivers of genetic 

differentiation in the annual plant Arabidopsis thaliana across the Iberian Peninsula. 

The models 

At any spatial scale, genetic diversity typically becomes unevenly distributed across space, because genetic 

diversity is determined by how it is partitioned within and among populations across the distribution. In other 

words, the spatial distribution of genetic diversity depends on the extent of genetic differentiation among 

populations whatever the sources of such differentiation are. 

The inherent spatial nature of genetic differentiation defines the theoretical and methodological framework of 

three models, which are not mutually exclusive, testing the major drivers of genetic differentiation: isolation-

by-distance (IBD), isolation-by-environment (IBE) and isolation-by-resistance (IBR) models. 

In the classical IBD, genetic differentiation among populations exhibits a positive relationship with 

geographic distance. In this case, dispersal limitation and genetic drift determine the greater genetic 

differentiation at larger distances. In fact, limited dispersal constrains gene flow among populations, which is 

not able to counteract the effect of genetic drift within populations. Many types of organisms exhibit IBD, 

probably because unrestricted gene flow hardly occurs in nature. In any case, quantifying the contribution of 

limited dispersal and genetic drift to genetic differentiation is not a straightforward task, as we largely ignore 

some important variables. 

In contrast, the IBE model deals with the effects of environmental differences on genetic differentiation. IBE 

posits that gene exchange is strongest among populations located in similar environments, which would be 

mediated by environmental heterogeneity, the extent of local adaptation and spatial variation in gene flow 

across space. Thus, genetic differentiation among populations increases with their environmental 

differentiation, independently of their geographic distance. IBE can arise due to multiple factors, such as 

biased dispersal due to preferences for particular environments, natural selection against maladapted 

immigrants, sexual selection against immigrants when they exhibit divergence in mating choices or sexual 

signals, and natural selection against hybrids when they show reduced fitness relative to non-hybrids. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/mathematics/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/plant-biology/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/statistics/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/28/major-drivers-of-genetic-differentiation-in-iberian-arabidopsis-thaliana/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/28/major-drivers-of-genetic-differentiation-in-iberian-arabidopsis-thaliana/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7366-1
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Finally, the IBR model takes environmental heterogeneity across landscapes into account as a modulator of 

gene flow and its effects on genetic differentiation. The IBR model predicts a positive relationship between 

genetic differentiation and resistance distance among populations. The resistance distance between population 

pairs is a concept inspired in circuit theory, which considers the landscape features reducing the probability of 

dispersal and gene flow among populations. Under IBR, the spatial structure of habitat suitability is of 

paramount importance to determine the least cost path between population pairs optimizing their connectivity 

and thus minimizing their resistance distance. Given that the resistance distance between population pairs is a 

function of geographic distance, and that presence-background models estimate habitat suitability using 

environmental predictors, IBR inevitably conflates IBD and IBE. 

Arabidopsis thaliana in the Iberian Peninsula 

The Iberian Peninsula is the region of the Arabidopsis thaliana’s distribution harbouring the largest genomic 

diversity. Iberian A. thaliana occurs in a wide array of natural environments practically across the whole 

region, spanning from seaside to sub-alpine locations. These two features are likely the result of A. thaliana’s 

history in the Iberian Peninsula, where the species long survived by developing adaptations to ample 

environmental heterogeneity over dramatic climatic oscillations. 

Distribution of populations, genetic diversity and temporal habitat changes of Iberian Arabidopsis 

thaliana populations. a) Geographic distribution of the 278 A. thaliana populations of study across the Iberian 

Peninsula. Red and blue dots represent populations with zero and non-zero genetic diversity (HS) values, 
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respectively. b) Frequency distribution of populations with zero and non-zero HS values as a function of 

altitude. c) Frequency distribution of populations with zero and non-zero HS values. d) Frequency distribution 

of the average percentage change between year intervals for each habitat type. 

The occurrence of relict populations with an African origin also supports such history of Iberian A. thaliana. 

Overall, the geographic ubiquity, the large amount of genetic diversity, the broad variety of habitats occupied, 

and the long evolutionary history make Iberian A. thaliana an appropriate study system to disentangle the 

drivers of genetic differentiation at a regional scale. 

Given the fact that a small sample size seriously reduces power and accuracy of spatial analyses, IBD, IBE 

and IBR were tested using 278 Iberian A. thaliana populations collected over a decade. About six individuals 

per population, totalling 1772 individuals, were genotyped to estimate genetic diversity, differentiation and 

structure. 

The researchers hypothesized that IBD and IBE largely accounted for genetic differentiation for two reasons. 

The results showed that dispersal limitation, genetic drift, and, to a lesser extent, local adaptation to 

environmental gradients, accounted for the within- and among-population distribution of genetic diversity. 

Analyses applied to the four Iberian genetic clusters identified, which represent the joint outcome of the long 

demographic and adaptive history of the species in the region, showed similar results except for one cluster, in 

which IBR (a function of landscape heterogeneity) was the most important driver of genetic differentiation. 

The team also employed a spatial hierarchical Bayesian model to identify regional hot and cold spots of 

genetic diversity and their potential environmental predictors. According to it, precipitation seasonality and 

topsoil pH chiefly accounted for the geographic distribution of genetic diversity in Iberian A. thaliana. 

The interplay between the influence of precipitation seasonality on genetic diversity and the effect of 

restricted dispersal and genetic drift on genetic differentiation emerges as the major forces underlying the 

evolutionary trajectory of Iberian A. thaliana. 

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

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 
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written by 

BCAM 

 

BCAM, The Basque Centre for Applied Mathematics, is the research center on applied mathematics created 

with the support of the Basque Government and the University of the Basque Country. It performs 

interdisciplinary research in the frontiers of mathematics, training and attracting talented scientists in the 

process. 

 Website 

 @BCAMBilbao 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/28/major-drivers-of-genetic-differentiation-in-iberian-arabidopsis-
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U.S. Bill of Rights 

by James Madison 

 

Congress of the United States begun and held at the City of New-York, on Wednesday the fourth of 

March, one thousand seven hundred and eighty nine. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-madison
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Retrieved from www.archives.gov: 

On September 25, 1789, the First Continental Congress of the United States proposed the first twelve 

amendments to the Constitution. The 1789 Joint Resolution of Congress proposing the amendments is on 

display in the Rotunda in the National Archives Museum. Ten of the amendments were ratified by three-

fourths of the state legislatures on December 15, 1791. The ratified Articles (Articles III – XII) constitute the 

first ten Amendments of the Constitution, or the U.S. Bill of Rights. In 1992, 203 years after it was proposed, 

Article II was ratified as the 27th amendment to the Constitution. Article I was never ratified. 

For your reference, we summarize all of the Amendments to the U.S. Constitution. 

 

PREAMBLE 

The Conventions of a number of the States, having at the time of their adopting the Constitution, expressed a 

desire, in order to prevent misconstruction or abuse of its powers, that further declaratory and restrictive 

clauses should be added: And as extending the ground of public confidence in the Government, will best 

ensure the beneficent ends of its institution. 

RESOLVED by the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States of America, in Congress 

assembled, two thirds of both Houses concurring, that the following Articles be proposed to the Legislatures 

of the several States, as amendments to the Constitution of the United States, all, or any of which Articles, 

when ratified by three fourths of the said Legislatures, to be valid to all intents and purposes, as part of the 

said Constitution; viz. 

ARTICLES in addition to, and Amendment of the Constitution of the United States of America, proposed by 

Congress, and ratified by the Legislatures of the several States, pursuant to the fifth Article of the original 

Constitution. 

[Note: The following text is a transcription of the first ten amendments to the Constitution in their original 

form. These amendments were ratified December 15, 1791, and form what is known as the "Bill of Rights."] 

Amendment I 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; 

or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 

petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

Amendment II 

https://americanliterature.com/history/us-congress-senate-and-states/declaration/amendments-to-the-us-constitution
https://americanliterature.com/history/us-congress-senate-and-states/declaration/united-states-constitution
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A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and 

bear Arms, shall not be infringed. 

Amendment III 

No Soldier shall, in time of peace be quartered in any house, without the consent of the Owner, nor in time of 

war, but in a manner to be prescribed by law. 

Amendment IV 

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable 

searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported 

by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the persons or things to be 

seized. 

Amendment V 

No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infamous crime, unless on a presentment or 

indictment of a Grand Jury, except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the Militia, when in actual 

service in time of War or public danger; nor shall any person be subject for the same offence to be twice put 

in jeopardy of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a witness against himself, nor be 

deprived of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for public 

use, without just compensation. 

Amendment VI 

In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury 

of the State and district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district shall have been 

previously ascertained by law, and to be informed of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted 

with the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtaining witnesses in his favor, and to have 

the Assistance of Counsel for his defence. 

Amendment VII 

In Suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury 

shall be preserved, and no fact tried by a jury, shall be otherwise re-examined in any Court of the United 

States, than according to the rules of the common law. 

Amendment VIII 

Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, nor cruel and unusual punishments 

inflicted. 
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Amendment IX 

The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be construed to deny or disparage others 

retained by the people. 

Amendment X 

The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are 

reserved to the States respectively, or to the people. 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-madison/essay/us-bill-of-rights 

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/james-madison/essay/us-bill-of-rights
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Tenacity, the Art of Integration, and the Key to a Flexible Mind: Wisdom from the Life of Mary 

Somerville, for Whom the Word “Scientist” Was Coined 

Inside the hallmark of a great scientist and a great human being — the ability to hold one’s opinions with firm 

but unfisted fingers. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

This essay is adapted from my book Figuring 

 

A middle-aged Scottish mathematician rises ahead of the sun to spend a couple of hours with Newton before 

the day punctuates her thinking with the constant interruptions of mothering four children and managing a 

bustling household. “A man can always command his time under the plea of business,” Mary 

Somerville (December 26, 1780–November 28, 1872) would later write in her memoir; “a woman is not 

allowed any such excuse.” 

Growing up, Somerville had spent the daylight hours painting and playing piano. When her parents realized 

that the household candle supply had thinned because Mary had been staying up at night to read Euclid, they 

promptly confiscated her candles. “Peg,” she recalled her father telling her mother, “we must put a stop to 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/01/figuring/
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this, or we shall have Mary in a strait jacket one of these days.” Mary was undeterred. Having already 

committed the first six books of Euclid to memory, she spent her nights adventuring in mathematics in the 

bright private chamber of her mind. 

 

Mary Somerville (Portrait by Thomas Phillips) 

Despite her precocity and her early determination, it took Somerville half a lifetime to come abloom as a 

scientist — the spring and summer of her life passed with her genius laying restive beneath the frost of the 

era’s receptivity to the female mind. When Somerville was forty-six, she published her first scientific paper 

— a study of the magnetic properties of violet rays — which earned her praise from the inventor of the 

kaleidoscope, Sir David Brewster, as “the most extraordinary woman in Europe — a mathematician of the 

very first rank with all the gentleness of a woman.” Lord Brougham, the influential founder of the newly 

established Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge — with which Thoreau would take issue thirty-

some years later by making a case for “the diffusion of useful ignorance,” comprising “knowledge useful in a 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/05/14/thoreau-walking-ignorance-knowledge/
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higher sense” — was so impressed that he asked Somerville to translate a mathematical treatise by Pierre-

Simon Laplace, “the Newton of France.” She took the project on, perhaps not fully aware how many years it 

would take to complete to her satisfaction, which would forever raise the common standard of excellence. All 

great works suffer from and are saved by a gladsome blindness to what they ultimately demand of their 

creators. 

As the months unspooled into years, Somerville supported herself as a mathematics tutor to the children of the 

wealthy. One of her students was a little girl named Ada, daughter of the mathematically inclined baroness 

Annabella Milbanke and the only legitimate child of the sybarite poet Lord Byron — a little girl would would 

grow to be, thanks to Somerville’s introduction to Charles Babbage, the world’s first computer programmer. 

When Somerville completed the project, she delivered something evocative of the Nobel Prize-winning Polish 

poet Wisława Szymborska’s wonderful notion of “that rare miracle when a translation stops being a 

translation and becomes… a second original” In The Mechanism of the Heavens, published in 1831 after years 

of work, Somerville hadn’t merely translated the math, but had expanded upon it and made it comprehensible 

to lay readers, popularizing Laplace’s esoteric ideas. 

 

Solar System quilt by Ellen Harding Baker, begun in 1869 and completed in 1876 to teach women astronomy 

when they were barred from higher education in science. Available as a print and a face mask. (Smithsonian) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/06/15/the-thrilling-adventures-of-lovelace-and-babbage-sydney-padua/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/21/lao-tzu-tao-te-ching-ursula-k-le-guin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/06/ellen-harding-baker-solar-system-quilt/
https://society6.com/product/solar-system-quilt-by-ellen-harding-baker-1886_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/brainpicker/collection/vintage-science-face-masks
https://society6.com/product/solar-system-quilt-by-ellen-harding-baker-1886_print?curator=brainpicker
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The book was an instant success, drawing attention from the titans of European science. John Herschel, whom 

Somerville considered the greatest scientist of their time and who was soon to coin the word photography, 

wrote her a warm letter she treasured for the rest of her days: 

Dear Mrs. Somerville, 

I have read your manuscript with the greatest pleasure, and will not hesitate to add, (because I am sure you 

will believe it sincere,) with the highest admiration. Go on thus, and you will leave a memorial of no common 

kind to posterity; and, what you will value far more than fame, you will have accomplished a most useful 

work. What a pity that La Place has not lived to see this illustration of his great work! You will only, I fear, 

give too strong a stimulus to the study of abstract science by this performance. 

Somerville received another radiant fan letter from the famed novelist Maria Edgeworth, who wrote after 

devouring The Mechanism of the Heavens: 

Milky Way Starry Night by Native artist Margaret Nazon, part of her stunning series of astronomical 

beadwork 

I was long in the state of the boa constrictor after a full meal — and I am but just recovering the powers of 

motion. My mind was so distended by the magnitude, the immensity, of what you put into it!… I can only 

assure you that you have given me a great deal of pleasure; that you have enlarged my conception of the 

sublimity of the universe, beyond any ideas I had ever before been enabled to form. 

Edgeworth was particularly taken with a “a beautiful sentence, as well as a sublime idea” from Somerville’s 

section on the propagation of sound waves: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/john-herschel/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/08/margaret-nazon-celestial-beadwork/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/08/margaret-nazon-celestial-beadwork/
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At a very small height above the surface of the earth, the noise of the tempest ceases and the thunder is heard 

no more in those boundless regions, where the heavenly bodies accomplish their periods in eternal and 

sublime silence. 

Years later, Edgeworth would write admiringly of Somerville that “while her head is up among the stars, her 

feet are firm upon the earth.” 

Phases of Venus and Saturn by Maria Clara Eimmart, early 1700s. Available as a print. 

 

In 1834, Somerville published her next major treatise, On the Connexion of the Physical Sciences — an 

elegant and erudite weaving together of the previously fragmented fields of astronomy, mathematics, physics, 

geology, and chemistry. It quickly became one of the scientific best sellers of the century and earned 

Somerville pathbreaking admission into the Royal Astronomical Society the following year, alongside the 

astronomer Caroline Herschel — the first women admitted as members of the venerable institution. 

https://society6.com/product/17th-century-astronomical-art-by-maria-clara-eimmart-phases-of-venus-and-saturn_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/04/27/janna-levin-reads-planetarium-by-adrienne-rich/
https://society6.com/product/17th-century-astronomical-art-by-maria-clara-eimmart-phases-of-venus-and-saturn_print?curator=brainpicker
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When Maria Mitchell — America’s first professional female astronomer and the first woman employed by the 

U.S. government for a professional task — traveled to Europe to meet the Old World’s greatest scientific 

luminaries, her Quaker shyness could barely contain the thrill of meeting her great hero. She spent three 

afternoons with Somerville in Scotland and left feeling that “no one can make the acquaintance of this 

remarkable woman without increased admiration for her.” In her journal, Mitchell described Somerville as 

“small, very,” with bright blue eyes and strong features, looking twenty years younger than her seventy-seven 

years, her diminished hearing the only giveaway of her age. “Mrs. Somerville talks with all the readiness and 

clearness of a man, but with no other masculine characteristic,” Mitchell wrote. “She is very gentle and 

womanly… chatty and sociable, without the least pretence, or the least coldness.” 

Months after the publication of Somerville’s Connexion, the English polymath William Whewell — then 

master of Trinity College, where Newton had once been a fellow, and previously pivotal in making 

Somerville’s Laplace book a requirement of the university’s higher mathematics curriculum — wrote a 

laudatory review of her work, in which he coined the word scientist to refer to her. The commonly used term 

up to that point — “man of science” — clearly couldn’t apply to a woman, nor to what Whewell considered 

“the peculiar illumination” of the female mind: the ability to synthesize ideas and connect seemingly disparate 

disciplines into a clear lens on reality. Because he couldn’t call her a physicist, a geologist, or a chemist — 

she had written with deep knowledge of all these disciplines and more — Whewell unified them all 

into scientist. Some scholars have suggested that he coined the term a year earlier in his correspondence with 

Coleridge, but no clear evidence survives. What does survive is his incontrovertible regard for Somerville, 

which remains printed in plain sight — in his review, he praises her as a “person of true science.” 

Whewell saw the full dimension of Somerville’s singular genius as a connector and cross-pollinator of ideas 

across disciplines. “Everything is naturally related and interconnected,” Ada Lovelace would write a decade 

later. Maria Mitchell celebrated Somerville’s book as a masterwork containing “vast collections of facts in all 

branches of Physical Science, connected together by the delicate web of Mrs. Somerville’s own thought, 

showing an amount and variety of learning to be compared only to that of Humboldt.” But not everyone could 

see the genius of Somerville’s contribution to science in her synthesis and cross-pollination of information, 

effecting integrated wisdom greater than the sum total of bits of fact — a skill that becomes exponentially 

more valuable as the existing pool of knowledge swells. One obtuse malediction came from the Scottish 

philosopher Thomas Carlyle, who proclaimed that Somerville had never done anything original — a remark 

that the young sculptor Harriet Hosmer, herself a pioneer who paved the way for women in art, would tear to 

shreds. In a letter defending Somerville, she scoffed: 

To the Carlyle mind, wherein women never played any conspicuous part, perhaps not, but no one, man or 

woman, ever possessed a clearer insight into complicated problems, or possessed a greater gift of rendering 

such problems clear to the mind of the student, one phase of originality, surely. 

Somerville’s uncommon gift for seeing clearly into complexity came coupled with a deep distaste for dogma 

and the divisiveness of religion, the supreme blinders of lucidity. She recounted that as religious controversies 

swirled about her, she had “too high a regard for liberty of conscience to interfere with any one’s opinions.” 

She chose instead to live “on terms of sincere friendship and love with people who differed essentially” in 

their religious views. In her memoir, she encapsulated her philosophy of creed: “In all the books which I have 

written I have confined myself strictly and entirely to scientific subjects, although my religious opinions are 

very decided.” 

https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/maria-mitchell/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/12/10/ada-lovelace-science-religion-letter/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/27/harriet-hosmer-figuring/
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Above all, Somerville possessed the defining mark of the great scientist and the great human being — the 

ability to hold one’s opinions with firm but unfisted fingers, remaining receptive to novel theories and willing 

to change one’s mind in light of new evidence. Her daughter recounted: 

It is not uncommon to see persons who hold in youth opinions in advance of the age in which they live, but 

who at a certain period seem to crystallise, and lose the faculty of comprehending and accepting new ideas 

and theories; thus remaining at last as far behind, as they were once in advance of public opinion. Not so my 

mother, who was ever ready to hail joyfully any new idea or theory, and to give it honest attention, even if it 

were at variance with her former convictions. This quality she never lost, and it enabled her to sympathise 

with the younger generation of philosophers, as she had done with their predecessors, her own 

contemporaries. 

Shortly after the publication of Somerville’s epoch-making book, the education reformer Elizabeth Peabody 

— who lived nearly a century, introduced Buddhist texts to America, and coined the 

term Transcendentalism — echoed the sentiment in her penetrating insight into middle age and the art of self-

renewal. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/20/mary-somerville/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/05/elizabeth-peabody-figuring/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/10/20/mary-somerville/?mc_cid=f2bad8d309&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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What Bats Can Teach Humans About Coronavirus Immunity 

Bats have a unique genetic ability to tolerate many viral infections. Can humans uncover their secrets? 

 

The little brown bat, Myotis lucifugus 

Getty 

By: Lina Zeldovich  

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/lina-zeldovich/
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A PREDICT researcher extracting a bat from a net in Tanzania 

The cave was huge and full of bats dangling upside down from the ceiling. It was a mind-boggling sight—

tens of thousands of furry flighty creatures with wingspans the length of a chicken’s. The smells and the 

sounds were overwhelming. It was as if an entirely new world had just opened up. 
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Brian Bird, who specializes in veterinary medicine and virology at the University of California, Davis, had 

been studying bats and other wild creatures for a while, but that sight stuck with him for years. His team had 

been working in Uganda investigating an outbreak of the Marburg virus, Ebola’s close cousin, and found a 

cave where the creatures carrying the virus,  roosted. The cave had an opening large enough for the scientists 

to walk through in full protective gear, so that’s what they did. What they found inside beat all expectations. 

“The cave opened up into a magnificent cavern underneath a mountain, as if the mountain itself was hollow,” 

Birds recalls. “And it was filled with Egyptian fruit bats, tens of thousands of them. You were suddenly inside 

the world of these big bats.” 

Bird, who is associate director at One Health Institute was also a researcher for the USAID-

funded PREDICT, a program that was established to identify and combat emerging infectious diseases. Bats 

are known to carry quite a number of pathogens dangerous to humans, so they fall under such surveillance. 

Bird’s efforts focused primarily on Africa, where many bat species live. 

To study the creatures and the viruses they carry, the team would stretch out nets across bats’ flying paths—

between trees or across the caves’ openings, depending on where the species roosted. As bats flew out to 

forage at dusk, they would get caught. Clad in Tyvek suits, N95 masks, thick leather gloves and protective 

glasses to avoid any possible aerosol contacts, the scientists would disentangle them gently, scoop them into 

cloth bags akin to pillowcases, and then remove them slowly—to weigh, measure, and take swabs of their 

saliva and feces. Sometimes the creatures would fight or try to bite. “We’d let them bite onto the leather 

gloves because it would calm them down,” Bird reveals, “but we tried to do everything with as little 

disruption to their lives as possible.” Once researchers were done, they’d let the creatures out and later test the 

samples for viral presence. 

PREDICT’s efforts span a gamut of goals. It aimed to train an army of wildlife surveillance professionals in 

30 different countries to keep an eye on emerging infections. It also identified what viruses various species 

carry, including many novel ones. “We discovered well over 1000 novel viruses—more than we knew when 

the program first started,” Bird recalls. The project also informed scientists what viruses the creatures could 

harbor, without falling dangerously ill. Understanding how bats keep these viruses at bay could help us build 

better immune defenses to viral infections, including the novel coronavirus that brought the world to a 

standstill. 

Enter the SARS-CoV-2 

The SARS-CoV-2 trajectory in the human body is well documented. The now-infamous thorny spiky sphere 

has a molecular knack for entering human cells by binding to an ACE2 receptor commonly found on various 

cells’ surfaces. Once inside, the virus takes over the cellular machinery and begins making copies of itself. 

When the new viral particles are assembled, they usually burst out of the cell, killing it—and go on to invade 

more cells. The infected cells shout to the immune system and in response, it rolls out the big guns—the B-

cells, which produce antibodies, and T-cells that kill the viral invaders along with the infected cells of the 

lungs or other tissues. 

This defense response is triggered by the so-called inflammatory cytokines, molecules that promote 

inflammation necessary to kill the virus, but in some people, the process spins out of control. The overzealous 

immune system triggers so much inflammation that it damages the body’s own tissues and organs, which 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/30117614?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
http://www.predict.global/
https://daily.jstor.org/cytokine-storms-the-cruel-irony-of-an-immune-response/
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could be lethal. “The majority of symptoms caused by highly pathogenic coronaviruses like SARS or SARS-

CoV-2 in humans is driven by the over- inflammation in the body,” says virologist Arinjay Banerjee, 

postdoctoral researcher at McMaster University in Canada. 

Unlike humans, bats don’t develop an outsized immune system response. The hypothesis is that they 

somehow suppress the inflammation. 

Meanwhile, bats, which are natural hosts for many coronaviruses—including the SARS-like ones—keep 

them at bay without becoming severely ill. “They may be infected but they don’t develop the clinical 

symptoms of the disease,” Banerjee explains. Unlike humans, bats don’t develop an outsized immune system 

response. The hypothesis is that they somehow suppress the inflammation and co-exist with the viruses. 

Flying foxes in the sky in Indonesia. Getty 

 

This remarkable infection tolerance is not the only thing that sets bats apart. Bats are amazing creatures for 

many reasons. They are the only true flying mammals on Earth. “There are over 1400 knows species of 

bats—and we are discovering new ones all the time,” Banerjee says. Their variety is mind-boggling. Kitti’s 

hog-nosed bat, the smallest of the species and also likely the world’s tiniest mammal, is about the size of a 

https://daily.jstor.org/what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity/?utm_term=What%20Bats%20Can%20Teach%20Humans%20About%20Coronavirus%20Immunity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_10292020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity/?utm_term=What%20Bats%20Can%20Teach%20Humans%20About%20Coronavirus%20Immunity&utm_campaign=jstordaily_10292020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/3842715?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
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large bumble bee weighing a mere two grams—same at two Skittles. In comparison, the largest bat—

Pteropus vampyrus in Asia, also known as the flying fox—has a wingspan of five and a half feet, 

comparable to human height. When airborne, the flying fox looks like a Lost World pterosaurs that 

mistakenly fluttered into our own era—except that the prehistoric flyers were reptiles and bats are mammals. 

Flying, which is a special talent no other mammal managed to evolve, has shaped the bats’ evolution in 

unique ways. Because flying takes a lot of energy and calories, all bats are lightweight and have extremely 

high metabolisms. They age very slowly, don’t develop chronic inflammation, and virtually never have 

cancer. In human and mammal genes, the chromosomes have protective structures called telomeres, which 

wear out and shorten with time, causing cells to age. But in some bat species telomeres never shorten—it is as 

if the creatures got an immortality gift from Mother Nature. Compared to similar-sized animals, they live 

remarkably long lives—researchers found one Siberian bat that lived over 40 years. In comparison, mice live 

for three years, and usually less. 

While enjoying such longevity, bats are also able to tolerate a variety of viruses—not only the Coronaviruses, 

but also other, more vicious ones. They coexist with viruses that are extremely deadly to humans. For 

instance, bats carry the Nipah virus, which periodically leaps onto humans with 75 to 100 percent fatality 

rate. Bats also tolerate the Hendra virus, which also occasionally spills over to humans, and coexist 

with Ebola and its relative, the Marburg virus. Even the rabies virus, which is typically lethal for all 

mammals, doesn’t always kill the bats—depending on the seasons and other conditions, they can 

successfully develop immunity to it. 

But unlike mice, the veritable workhorse of scientific research, bats can be difficult to study. There are few 

captive breeding bat colonies because the creatures are difficult to raise in captivity. They also pose health 

risks because of the diseases they carry. So instead of investigating how bats defeat viruses in vivo, Banerjee 

and other virologists study how bat cells fight off viruses in a petri dish. And they have some ideas what 

makes bats so good at it. 

The Politics of Interfering 

To keep the viruses in check, bat cells produce molecules called interferons, which trigger a chain reaction 

that interferes with viral replication. Unlike antibodies that coat the viral particles, preventing spike proteins 

from latching onto our cells, the interferons don’t tackle the virus directly. Instead, interferons stimulate a 

number of genes within cells to generate substances that gum up the virus’s replication gears. “Interferons 

themselves are not protective, but they stimulate other genes called interferon-stimulated genes, or ISGs,” 

Banerjee says, comparing interferons to a battery that starts a car. “Interferons are kick-starters for these ISGs 

genes. Without the battery your car doesn’t start, and once the car starts, you no longer need the battery for 

the engine to run.” 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/4094377?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43948801?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43948801?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24034605?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
https://daily.jstor.org/abcs-of-ebola/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27978585?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
https://www.jstor.org/stable/27978585?mag=what-bats-can-teach-humans-about-coronavirus-immunity
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Eidolon helvum, straw colored fruit bats hang upside down from a tree in Tanzania 

Bats aren’t unique in producing these molecules. Humans produce interferons too—and such molecules play a 

crucial role in defenses against the coronavirus. Scientists at the Rockefeller University have discovered that 

patients who lacked type I interferon, a set of 17 proteins that help defend the cells and the body, had more 

severe Covid-19 symptoms, and more deaths too. Using blood samples from patients hospitalized with 

severe COVID and from people with asymptomatic infections, the team ran a genetic comparison. They found 

that those with severe disease had rare variants in the 13 genes involved in the interferon pathway and over 

three percent of them were missing a functioning gene altogether. Over ten percent of severely-hit patients 

had misguided antibodies that neutralized these interferons—a problem that researchers described as an 

autoimmune condition. These findings help explain why some young and healthy individuals wound up in 

ICU and on ventilators, while others didn’t develop symptoms at all. 

But while type I interferons are the first line of antiviral defense in all mammals, bats have many more 

interferon-producing genes than humans. In fact, some bat species have dozens of interferon-generating 

genes. Pteropus vampyrus, for example, has 61 type I interferon genes, according to one study. So does the 

little brown bat, Myotis lucifugus. 

Flying may also factor into the bats’ antiviral response. “When bats fly, their metabolic rates go through the 

roof and their body temperature increases up to 41C, it’s like fever,” Banerjee says. Scientists hypothesize it 

https://www.rockefeller.edu/news/29183-severe-covid-19-faulty-genes-autoimmune-condition/
https://www.rockefeller.edu/news/29183-severe-covid-19-faulty-genes-autoimmune-condition/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3091641/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

81 

may work as another antiviral defense, although the mechanisms of it aren’t fully understood. But one thing is 

clear. Bats’ immune systems are superior to ours in their viral defense balance, which makes them important 

research subjects. An international project run by the Centre for Irish Bat Research at the University College, 

Dublin in Ireland wants to sequence all bat species in the world and catalogue their genomes. Called 

the Bat1K Project, it aims to sequence the known bat species in hopes of understanding how their genes 

work—and possibly use the knowledge to create medicines for humans. 

Peaceful Coexistence 

Scientists estimate that up to 75 percent of emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic, meaning that they are 

caused by pathogens leap from animals to humans. And the frequency of outbreaks caused by zoonotic 

pathogens has been increasing. It is, at least in part, due to the expanding human population, which 

encroaches on wildlife habitats, including bats. Clear cutting forests where some bat species live, or mining, 

which destroy caves where other species roost, pushes the creatures to move to new places, often near 

humans. In some places people also hunt bats for food—and have been for generations. 

Ecological disasters play a role too. When in 1997, massive fires destroyed large areas of Indonesian forests, 

the fruit bats that foraged there had to find new sources of food. They found good eating among the mango 

trees of the pig farms. When pigs ate the fallen fruit previously bitten by bats, they picked up the Nipah 

virus, which they passed onto humans, causing an outbreak. 

Notably, not all close contacts cause outbreaks, Bird says. In fact scientists sometimes wonder why outbreaks 

aren’t recognized more often, particularly in places where people hunt bats, or harvest fruit bitten by them or 

use their droppings as fertilizer. Part of the reason is that while the bats carry these viruses, they don’t always 

shed them into the environment. The shedding may be seasonal, Bird says. For example, the Marburg virus-

carrying bats have two breeding seasons a year, and it is mostly the juvenile bats that shed the virus. When 

baby bats arrive, they receive the antibodies against the viruses with their mothers’ milk, just like humans do, 

but once they are weaned, they become susceptible to infections. As their immune systems mature, it gets the 

viruses under control, but during their juvenile phase, the young can shed viruses. And even when an 

infectious bat bites a mango, the virus may deactivate in the sunlight before a human eats it. Lastly, not all 

viruses bats carry are deadly to humans. There are examples of Ebola that aren’t pathogenic to people, Bird 

says. 
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Populations that live in close proximity to bats sometimes know how to coexist with them safely—such as not 

to disturb during certain seasons. But as the human population continues to grow, destroying bat habitats and 

pushing them into new places, the number of these spillover events will likely increase—and the chances of 

pandemics will too. What’s the best way to prevent them? Peaceful co-existence—meaning avoiding habitat 

destruction—is one good policy. The other is education and awareness of the populations living in close 

proximity to bats and other creatures—particularly where bats still serve as a food source. “A lot of cultures 

eat bats,” says Bird—and that’s not something that can change overnight. “We eat the foods we eat because 

our parents did—cultural changes occur slowly. So projects like PREDICT are working hard to figure out 

how to deliver the message about living in harmony with the environment and the species.” 

The last piece of the prevention puzzle is surveying wildlife that carries pathogens dangerous to humans. That 

can inform scientists about what new disease might emerge one day. And knowing how bats and other wild 

creature interfere with their infections would help scientists interfere with ours—curtailing an outbreak before 

it becomes a pandemic. 
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Walt Whitman on What Makes a Great Person and What Wisdom Really Means 

“The past, the future, majesty, love — if they are vacant of you, you are vacant of them.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Twenty-four centuries after Pythagoras contemplated the purpose of life and the meaning of wisdom as he 

coined the word philosopher to mean “lover of wisdom,” Walt Whitman (May 31, 1819–March 26, 1892) 

contemplated the meaning of personhood and the measure of wisdom as he revolutionized the word poet to 

stand for “lover of life.” 

Tucked toward the end of his ever-foliating Leaves of Grass is what might be his most musical poem — a 

sweeping thirteen-page symphony of thought and feeling and rhythm in language, undulating across three 

distinct thematic movements: the carefree optimism of embarking upon a new path; the transcendent self-

discovery in traversing new landscapes of beauty and possibility; and the transcendence of the self in 

connecting with something larger than oneself: nature, time and space, love. Whitman himself considered 
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it his “mystic and indirect chant of aspiration toward a noble life” and “a vehement demand to reach the 

very highest point that the human soul is capable of attaining.” 

 

One of Margaret C. Cook’s illustrations for a rare English edition of Leaves of Grass. (Available as a 

print.) 

For his remaining decades, Whitman lived in it and with it for, changing its title from the humble “Poem 

of the Road” in the first 1856 edition to the wanderlustful “Song of the Open Road” in 1867, fine-tuning 

the verses again and again, mapping the poem’s 224 lines into fifteen numbered sections by the final 

edition in the winter of his life. 
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The second movement of the lyric symphony peaks at the sixth section, erupting with Whitman’s most 

direct and life-tested hypothesis about what makes a great person and what wisdom really means. It augurs 

his hard-earned wisdom on what makes life worth living, at which he would arrive half a lifetime later 

while recovering from a paralytic stroke. It echoes the famous prose-meditation on the key to a vibrant and 

rewarding life, with which he introduced Leaves of Grass as a young man. It hums, surefooted and 

sonorous, as a kind of blessing song for the road of life. 

Now I see the secret of the making of the best persons, 

It is to grow in the open air and to eat and sleep with the earth. 

Here a great personal deed has room, 

(Such a deed seizes upon the hearts of the whole race of men, 

Its effusion of strength and will overwhelms law and mocks all authority and all argument against it.) 

Here is the test of wisdom, 

Wisdom is not finally tested in schools, 

Wisdom cannot be pass’d from one having it to another not having it, 

Wisdom is of the soul, is not susceptible of proof, is its own proof, 

Applies to all stages and objects and qualities and is content, 

Is the certainty of the reality and immortality of things, and the excellence of things; 

Something there is in the float of the sight of things that provokes it out of the soul. 

Now I re-examine philosophies and religions, 

They may prove well in lecture-rooms, yet not prove at all under the spacious clouds and along the 

landscape and flowing currents. 

Here is realization, 

Here is a man tallied — he realizes here what he has in him, 

The past, the future, majesty, love — if they are vacant of you, you are vacant of them. 

Complement with Whitman on optimism as a mighty force of resistance, what it takes to be an agent of 

change, how to keep criticism from sinking your soul, and women’s centrality to democracy, then revisit a 

beautiful reading from his furthest-seeing, deepest-feeling poem. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/11/12/walt-whitman-song-of-the-open-

road/?mc_cid=2193b8fd0b&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/12/20/walt-whitman-specimen-days-meaning-of-life/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/31/walt-whitman-leaves-of-grass-preface/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/05/31/walt-whitman-leaves-of-grass-preface/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/26/walt-whitman-specimen-days-democracy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/08/walt-whitman-to-a-pupil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/08/walt-whitman-to-a-pupil/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/03/whitman-emerson-criticism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/05/walt-whitman-women/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/03/26/crossing-brooklyn-ferry-janna-levin-walt-whitman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/11/12/walt-whitman-song-of-the-open-road/?mc_cid=2193b8fd0b&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/11/12/walt-whitman-song-of-the-open-road/?mc_cid=2193b8fd0b&mc_eid=d1c16ac662


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

88 

 

A Country Excursion 

by Guy de Maupassant 

 

For five months they had been talking of going to take luncheon in one of the country suburbs of Paris on 

Madame Dufour's birthday, and as they were looking forward very impatiently to the outing, they rose very 

early that morning. Monsieur Dufour had borrowed the milkman's wagon and drove himself. It was a very 

tidy, two-wheeled conveyance, with a cover supported by four iron rods, with curtains that had been drawn 

up, except the one at the back, which floated out like a sail. Madame Dufour, resplendent in a wonderful, 

cherry colored silk dress, sat by the side of her husband. 

The old grandmother and a girl sat behind them on two chairs, and a boy with yellow hair was lying at the 

bottom of the wagon, with nothing to be seen of him except his head. 

When they reached the bridge of Neuilly, Monsieur Dufour said: "Here we are in the country at last!" and 

at that signal his wife grew sentimental about the beauties of nature. When they got to the crossroads at 

Courbevoie they were seized with admiration for the distant landscape. On the right was Argenteuil with its 

bell tower, and above it rose the hills of Sannois and the mill of Orgemont, while on the left the aqueduct 

of Marly stood out against the clear morning sky, and in the distance they could see the terrace of Saint-

Germain; and opposite them, at the end of a low chain of hills, the new fort of Cormeilles. Quite in the 

distance; a very long way off, beyond the plains and village, one could see the sombre green of the forests. 

The sun was beginning to burn their faces, the dust got into their eyes, and on either side of the road there 

stretched an interminable tract of bare, ugly country with an unpleasant odor. One might have thought 

that it had been ravaged by a pestilence, which had even attacked the buildings, for skeletons of dilapidated 

and deserted houses, or small cottages, which were left in an unfinished state, because the contractors had 

not been paid, reared their four roofless walls on each side. 

Here and there tall factory chimneys rose up from the barren soil. The only vegetation on that putrid land, 

where the spring breezes wafted an odor of petroleum and slate, blended with another odor that was even 

less agreeable. At last, however, they crossed the Seine a second time, and the bridge was a delight. The 

river sparkled in the sun, and they had a feeling of quiet enjoyment, felt refreshed as they drank in the 

purer air that was not impregnated by the black smoke of factories nor by the miasma from the deposits of 

night soil. A man whom they met told them that the name of the place was Bezons. Monsieur Dufour 

pulled up and read the attractive announcement outside an eating house: Restaurant Poulin, matelottes 

and fried fish, private rooms, arbors, and swings. 

"Well, Madame Dufour, will this suit you? Will you make up your mind at last?" 

She read the announcement in her turn and then looked at the house for some time. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/guy-de-maupassant
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It was a white country inn, built by the roadside, and through the open door she could see the bright zinc of 

the counter, at which sat two workmen in their Sunday clothes. At last she made up her mind and said: 

"Yes, this will do; and, besides, there is a view." 

They drove into a large field behind the inn, separated from the river by the towing path, and dismounted. 

The husband sprang out first and then held out his arms for his wife, and as the step was very high 

Madame Dufour, in order to reach him, had to show the lower part of her limbs, whose former slenderness 

had disappeared in fat, and Monsieur Dufour, who was already getting excited by the country air, pinched 

her calf, and then, taking her in his arms, he set her on the ground, as if she had been some enormous 

bundle. She shook the dust out of the silk dress and then looked round to see in what sort of a place she 

was. 

She was a stout woman, of about thirty-six, full-blown, and delightful to look at. She could hardly breathe, 

as her corsets were laced too tightly, and their pressure forced her superabundant bosom up to her double 

chin. Next the girl placed her hand on her father's shoulder and jumped down lightly. The boy with the 

yellow hair had got down by stepping on the wheel, and he helped Monsieur Dufour to lift his grandmother 

out. Then they unharnessed the horse, which they had tied to a tree, and the carriage fell back, with both 

shafts in the air. The men took off their coats and washed their hands in a pail of water and then went and 

joined the ladies, who had already taken possession of the swings. 

Mademoiselle Dufour was trying to swing herself standing up, but she could not succeed in getting a start. 

She was a pretty girl of about eighteen, one of those women who suddenly excite your desire when you 

meet them in the street and who leave you with a vague feeling of uneasiness and of excited senses. She 

was tall, had a small waist and large hips, with a dark skin, very large eyes and very black hair. Her dress 

clearly marked the outlines of her firm, full figure, which was accentuated by the motion of her hips as she 

tried to swing herself higher. Her arms were stretched upward to hold the rope, so that her bosom rose at 

every movement she made. Her hat, which a gust of wind had blown off, was hanging behind her, and as 

the swing gradually rose higher and higher, she showed her delicate limbs up to the knees each time, and 

the breeze from her flying skirts, which was more heady than the fumes of wine, blew into the faces of the 

two men, who were looking at her and smiling. 

Sitting in the other swing, Madame Dufour kept saying in a monotonous voice: 

"Cyprian, come and swing me; do come and swing me, Cyprian!" 

At last he went, and turning up his shirt sleeves, as if undertaking a hard piece of work, with much 

difficulty he set his wife in motion. She clutched the two ropes and held her legs out straight, so as not to 

touch the ground. She enjoyed feeling dizzy at the motion of the swing, and her whole figure shook like a 

jelly on a dish, but as she went higher and higher; she became too giddy and was frightened. Each time the 

swing came down she uttered a piercing scream, which made all the little urchins in the neighborhood 

come round, and down below, beneath the garden hedge, she vaguely saw a row of mischievous heads 

making various grimaces as they laughed. 

When a servant girl came out they ordered luncheon. 
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"Some fried fish, a rabbit saute, salad and dessert," Madame Dufour said, with an important air. 

"Bring two quarts of beer and a bottle of claret," her husband said. 

"We will have lunch on the grass," the girl added. 

The grandmother, who had an affection for cats, had been running after one that belonged to the house, 

trying to coax it to come to her for the last ten minutes. The animal, who was no doubt secretly flattered by 

her attentions, kept close to the good woman, but just out of reach of her hand, and quietly walked round 

the trees, against which she rubbed herself, with her tail up, purring with pleasure. 

"Hello!" suddenly exclaimed the young man with the yellow hair, who was wandering about. "Here are 

two swell boats!" They all went to look at them and saw two beautiful canoes in a wooden shed; they were 

as beautifully finished as if they had been ornamental furniture. They hung side by side, like two tall, 

slender girls, in their narrow shining length, and made one wish to float in them on warm summer 

mornings and evenings along the flower-covered banks of the river, where the trees dip their branches into 

the water, where the rushes are continually rustling in the breeze and where the swift kingfishers dart 

about like flashes of blue lightning. 

The whole family looked at them with great respect. 

"Oh, they are indeed swell boats!" Monsieur Dufour repeated gravely, as he examined them like a 

connoiseur. He had been in the habit of rowing in his younger days, he said, and when he had spat in his 

hands--and he went through the action of pulling the oars--he did not care a fig for anybody. He had 

beaten more than one Englishman formerly at the Joinville regattas. He grew quite excited at last and 

offered to make a bet that in a boat like that he could row six leagues an hour without exerting himself. 

"Luncheon is ready," the waitress said, appearing at the entrance to the boathouse, and they all hurried 

off. But two young men had taken the very seats that Madame Dufour had selected and were eating their 

luncheon. No doubt they were the owners of the sculls, for they were in boating costume. They were 

stretched out, almost lying on the chairs; they were sun-browned and their thin cotton jerseys, with short 

sleeves, showed their bare arms, which were as strong as a blacksmith's. They were two strong, athletic 

fellows, who showed in all their movements that elasticity and grace of limb which can only be acquired by 

exercise and which is so different to the deformity with which monotonous heavy work stamps the 

mechanic. 

They exchanged a rapid smile when they saw the mother and then a glance on seeing the daughter. 

"Let us give up our place," one of them said; "it will make us acquainted with them." 

The other got up immediately, and holding his black and red boating cap in his hand, he politely offered 

the ladies the only shady place in the garden. With many excuses they accepted, and that it might be more 

rural, they sat on the grass, without either tables or chairs. 
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The two young men took their plates, knives, forks, etc., to a table a little way off and began to eat again, 

and their bare arms, which they showed continually, rather embarrassed the girl. She even pretended to 

turn her head aside and not to see them, while Madame Dufour, who was rather bolder, tempted by 

feminine curiosity, looked at them every moment, and, no doubt, compared them with the secret 

unsightliness of her husband. She had squatted herself on ground, with her legs tucked under her, after 

the manner of tailors, and she kept moving about restlessly, saying that ants were crawling about her 

somewhere. Monsieur Dufour, annoyed at the presence of the polite strangers, was trying to find a 

comfortable position which he did not, however, succeed in doing, and the young man with the yellow hair 

was eating as silently as an ogre. 

"It is lovely weather, monsieur," the stout lady said to one of the boating men. She wished to be friendly 

because they had given up their place. 

"It is, indeed, madame," he replied. "Do you often go into the country?" 

"Oh, only once or twice a year to get a little fresh air. And you, monsieur?" 

"I come and sleep here every night." 

"Oh, that must be very nice!" 

"Certainly it is, madame." And he gave them such a practical account of his daily life that it awakened 

afresh in the hearts of these shopkeepers who were deprived of the meadows and who longed for country 

walks, to that foolish love of nature which they all feel so strongly the whole year round behind the counter 

in their shop. 

The girl raised her eyes and looked at the oarsman with emotion and Monsieur Dufour spoke for the first 

time. 

"It is indeed a happy life," he said. And then he added: "A little more rabbit, my dear?" 

"No, thank you," she replied, and turning to the young men again, and pointing to their arms, asked: "Do 

you never feel cold like that?" 

They both began to laugh, and they astonished the family with an account of the enormous fatigue they 

could endure, of their bathing while in a state of tremendous perspiration, of their rowing in the fog at 

night; and they struck their chests violently to show how hollow they sounded. 

"Ah! You look very strong," said the husband, who did not talk any more of the time when he used to beat 

the English. The girl was looking at them sideways now, and the young fellow with the yellow hair, who 

had swallowed some wine the wrong way, was coughing violently and bespattering Madame Dufour's 

cherry-colored silk dress. She got angry and sent for some water to wash the spots. 
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Meanwhile it had grown unbearably hot, the sparkling river looked like a blaze of fire and the fumes of the 

wine were getting into their heads. Monsieur Dufour, who had a violent hiccough, had unbuttoned his 

waistcoat and the top button of his trousers, while his wife, who felt choking, was gradually unfastening 

her dress. The apprentice was shaking his yellow wig in a happy frame of mind, and kept helping himself 

to wine, and the old grandmother, feeling the effects of the wine, was very stiff and dignified. As for the 

girl, one noticed only a peculiar brightness in her eyes, while the brown cheeks became more rosy. 

The coffee finished, they suggested singing, and each of them sang or repeated a couplet, which the others 

applauded frantically. Then they got up with some difficulty, and while the two women, who were rather 

dizzy, were trying to get a breath of air, the two men, who were altogether drunk, were attempting 

gymnastics. Heavy, limp and with scarlet faces they hung or, awkwardly to the iron rings, without being 

able to raise themselves. 

Meanwhile the two boating men had got their boats into the water, and they came back and politely asked 

the ladies whether they would like a row. 

"Would you like one, Monsieur Dufour?" his wife exclaimed. "Please come!" 

He merely gave her a drunken nod, without understanding what she said. Then one of the rowers came up 

with two fishing rods in his hands, and the hope of catching a gudgeon, that great vision of the Parisian 

shopkeeper, made Dufour's dull eyes gleam, and he politely allowed them to do whatever they liked, while 

he sat in the shade under the bridge, with his feet dangling over the river, by the side of the young man 

with the yellow hair, who was sleeping soundly. 

One of the boating men made a martyr of himself and took the mother. 

"Let us go to the little wood on the Ile aux Anglais!" he called out as he rowed off. The other boat went 

more slowly, for the rower was looking at his companion so intently that by thought of nothing else, and 

his emotion seemed to paralyze his strength, while the girl, who was sitting in the bow, gave herself up to 

the enjoyment of being on the water. She felt a disinclination to think, a lassitude in her limbs and a total 

enervation, as if she were intoxicated, and her face was flushed and her breathing quickened. The effects 

of the wine, which were increased by the extreme heat, made all the trees on the bank seem to bow as she 

passed. A vague wish for enjoyment and a fermentation of her blood seemed to pervade her whole body, 

which was excited by the heat of the day, and she was also disturbed at this tete-a-tete on the water, in a 

place which seemed depopulated by the heat, with this young man who thought her pretty, whose ardent 

looks seemed to caress her skin and were as penetrating and pervading as the sun's rays. 

Their inability to speak increased their emotion, and they looked about them. At last, however, he made an 

effort and asked her name. 

"Henriette," she said. 

"Why, my name is Henri," he replied. The sound of their voices had calmed them, and they looked at the 

banks. The other boat had passed them and seemed to be waiting for them, and the rower called out: 
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"We will meet you in the wood; we are going as far as Robinson's, because Madame Dufour is thirsty." 

Then he bent over his oars again and rowed off so quickly that he was soon out of sight. 

Meanwhile a continual roar, which they had heard for some time, came nearer, and the river itself seemed 

to shiver, as if the dull noise were rising from its depths. 

"What is that noise?" she asked. It was the noise of the weir which cut the river in two at the island, and 

he was explaining it to her, when, above the noise of the waterfall, they heard the song of a bird, which 

seemed a long way off. 

"Listen!" he said; "the nightingales are singing during the day, so the female birds must be sitting." 

A nightingale! She had never heard one before, and the idea of listening to one roused visions of poetic 

tenderness in her heart. A nightingale! That is to say, the invisible witness of her love trysts which Juliet 

invoked on her balcony; that celestial music which it attuned to human kisses, that eternal inspirer of all 

those languorous romances which open an ideal sky to all the poor little tender hearts of sensitive girls! 

She was going to hear a nightingale. 

"We must not make a noise," her companion said, "and then we can go into the wood, and sit down close 

beside it." 

The boat seemed to glide. They saw the trees on the island, the banks of which were so low that they could 

look into the depths of the thickets. They stopped, he made the boat fast, Henriette took hold of Henri's 

arm, and they went beneath the trees. 

"Stoop," he said, so she stooped down, and they went into an inextricable thicket of creepers, leaves and 

reed grass, which formed an undiscoverable retreat, and which the young man laughingly called "his 

private room." 

Just above their heads, perched in one of the trees which hid them, the bird was still singing. He uttered 

trills and roulades, and then loud, vibrating notes that filled the air and seemed to lose themselves on the 

horizon, across the level country, through that burning silence which weighed upon the whole landscape. 

They did not speak for fear of frightening it away. They were sitting close together, and, slowly, Henri's 

arm stole round the girl's waist and squeezed it gently. She took that daring hand without any anger, and 

kept removing it whenever he put it round her; without, however, feeling at all embarrassed by this caress, 

just as if it had been something quite natural, which she was resisting just as naturally. 

She was listening to the bird in ecstasy. She felt an infinite longing for happiness, for some sudden 

demonstration of tenderness, for the revelation of superhuman poetry, and she felt such a softening at her 

heart, and relaxation of her nerves, that she began to cry, without knowing why. The young man was now 

straining her close to him, yet she did not remove his arm; she did not think of it. Suddenly the nightingale 

stopped, and a voice called out in the distance: 
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"Henriette!" 

"Do not reply," he said in a low voice; "you will drive the bird away." 

But she had no idea of doing so, and they remained in the same position for some time. Madame Dufour 

had sat down somewhere or other, for from time to time they heard the stout lady break out into little bursts 

of laughter. 

The girl was still crying; she was filled with strange sensations. Henri's head was on her shoulder, and 

suddenly he kissed her on the lips. She was surprised and angry, and, to avoid him, she stood up. 

They were both very pale when they left their grassy retreat. The blue sky appeared to them clouded and 

the ardent sun darkened; and they felt tile solitude and the silence. They walked rapidly, side by side, 

without speaking or touching each other, for they seemed to have become irreconcilable enemies, as if 

disgust and hatred had arisen between them, and from time to time Henriette called out: "Mamma!" 

By and by they heard a noise behind a bush, and the stout lady appeared, looking rather confused, and her 

companion's face was wrinkled with smiles which he could not check. 

Madame Dufour took his arm, and they returned to the boats, and Henri, who was ahead, walked in 

silence beside the young girl. At last they got back to Bezons. Monsieur Dufour, who was now sober, was 

waiting for them very impatiently, while the young man with the yellow hair was having a mouthful of 

something to eat before leaving the inn. The carriage was waiting in the yard, and the grandmother, who 

had already got in, was very frightened at the thought of being overtaken by night before they reached 

Paris, as the outskirts were not safe. 

They all shook bands, and the Dufour family drove off. 

"Good-by, until we meet again!" the oarsmen cried, and the answer they got was a sigh and a tear. 

Two months later, as Henri was going along the Rue des Martyrs, he saw Dufour, Ironmonger, over a 

door, and so he went in, and saw the stout lady sitting at the counter. They recognized each other 

immediately, and after an interchange of polite greetings, he asked after them all. 

"And how is Mademoiselle Henriette?" he inquired specially. 

"Very well, thank you; she is married." 

"Ah!" He felt a certain emotion, but said: "Whom did she marry?" 

"That young man who accompanied us, you know; he has joined us in business." 

"I remember him perfectly." 
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He was going out, feeling very unhappy, though scarcely knowing why, when madame called him back. 

"And how is your friend?" she asked rather shyly. 

"He is very well, thank you." 

"Please give him our compliments, and beg him to come and call, when he is in the neighborhood." 

She then added: "Tell him it will give me great pleasure." 

"I will be sure to do so. Adieu!" 

"Do not say that; come again very soon." 

The next year, one very hot Sunday, all the details of that adventure, which Henri had never forgotten, 

suddenly came back to him so clearly that he returned alone to their room in the wood, and was 

overwhelmed with astonishment when he went in. She was sitting on the grass, looking very sad, while by 

her side, still in his shirt sleeves, the young man with the yellow hair was sleeping soundly, like some 

animal. 

She grew so pale when she saw Henri that at first he thought she was going to faint; then, however, they 

began to talk quite naturally. But when he told her that he was very fond of that spot, and went there 

frequently on Sundays to indulge in memories, she looked into his eyes for a long time. 

"I too, think of it," she replied. 

"Come, my dear," her husband said, with a yawn. "I think it is time for us to be going." 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/guy-de-maupassant/short-story/a-country-excursion 
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[ripped apart like a daisy oracle] 

by Jacob Bromberg 

Issue no. 231 (Winter 2019) 

ripped apart like a daisy oracle 

huddled in the empty arms of your real estate  

i turn you over in my mind as on a spit 

blistering like a ruby                                      at night 

set in solitaire                                                 i picture my body  

                                                                       pocked with assay marks 

your must seeping out                      tit and tat for an important 

from your wallet                              cameo: still life  

                                                         of the will 

i wade into the shadow                    i— 

you’ve left on the wall                    and you wrench my mind 

                                                        to pleasing  

draped in your                  redundancies  

phantom limbs                 of dandelion promises 

                       have me installed on the lawn  

                       surrounded by prolapsed flowers 

       and the homeless 

       throwing pennies in the water 

in another life 

i’d have locked you away  

but even in that life 

i hold my eye to the keyhole  

and sigh and 

how quickly you’ve become a stranger 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Eternity” by Georges Perec, translated by Jacob Bromberg and published in issue no. 231, 

Winter 2019? 

 

https://www.theparisreview.org/poetry/7489/ripped-apart-like-a-daisy-oracle-jacob-

bromberg?utm_source=The+Paris+Review+Newsletter&utm_campaign=a68f01a1f1-

EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_02_28_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_35491ea532-

a68f01a1f1-55939013&mc_cid=a68f01a1f1&mc_eid=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5e2850e8b3&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=660ea2ced5&e=d538c8f2e0
https://www.theparisreview.org/poetry/7489/ripped-apart-like-a-daisy-oracle-jacob-bromberg?utm_source=The+Paris+Review+Newsletter&utm_campaign=a68f01a1f1-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_02_28_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_35491ea532-a68f01a1f1-55939013&mc_cid=a68f01a1f1&mc_eid=d538c8f2e0
https://www.theparisreview.org/poetry/7489/ripped-apart-like-a-daisy-oracle-jacob-bromberg?utm_source=The+Paris+Review+Newsletter&utm_campaign=a68f01a1f1-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_02_28_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_35491ea532-a68f01a1f1-55939013&mc_cid=a68f01a1f1&mc_eid=d538c8f2e0
https://www.theparisreview.org/poetry/7489/ripped-apart-like-a-daisy-oracle-jacob-bromberg?utm_source=The+Paris+Review+Newsletter&utm_campaign=a68f01a1f1-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_02_28_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_35491ea532-a68f01a1f1-55939013&mc_cid=a68f01a1f1&mc_eid=d538c8f2e0
https://www.theparisreview.org/poetry/7489/ripped-apart-like-a-daisy-oracle-jacob-bromberg?utm_source=The+Paris+Review+Newsletter&utm_campaign=a68f01a1f1-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_02_28_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_35491ea532-a68f01a1f1-55939013&mc_cid=a68f01a1f1&mc_eid=d538c8f2e0
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Taking It Slow: The Environmental Case Against High-Speed Life 

Kate Soper on Our Modern Obsession with Efficiency 

VIA VERSO 

By Kate Soper 

 

Acceleration in the sense of ever faster travel, exchange of information, and production and distribution of 

goods and services has been integral to the development of capitalism over the last two and a half centuries. 

We have come to associate speed with efficiency, and it remains at the core of our understanding of progress. 

It would be thought bizarre for research teams and industrial designers to seek approval for their innovations 

on the grounds that they would allow us to do things at a slower pace. Those who opt to travel more slowly 

than they have to are often still regarded as mildly eccentric. Success in the rat-race as in athletics is about 

arriving first, and the faster one achieves this, the more it is acclaimed. Except in some less instrumental 

activities or, in Kant’s phrase, “purposeless purposes” (artistic creation and enjoyment, sex, play, 

conversation, slow-bicycle racing and so on), we come up against an insistent pressure to reduce the time 

spent, and we are expected to greet technology as a welcome aid in doing so. 

Nowhere over the last fifty years has the technological contribution to time saving been more dramatically in 

evidence, and enthusiastically seized upon, than in the sphere of communication. This has primarily been due 

to the increasing computing power of silicon chips (which has doubled around every eighteen months since 

the mid-1960s). Some people are excluded by reason of age or illness or disability, or simply disinclination, 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781788738873
https://lithub.com/author/katesoper/
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and can feel marginalized because of it, but most have adapted quickly to the fast processing of information 

and the billions of electronic exchanges via social media, email, texting and Internet browsing this permits on 

a daily basis. Users have also, of course, become extremely dependent on digital technology, and spend more 

and more of their lives engaging in some form of telemediation. 

In 2018, four billion people around the world spent on average six hours a day online (a total of one billion 

years). In the UK, those aged between fifteen and twenty-four check their phones every six to eight minutes. 

Two in five adults first look at their phone within five minutes of waking up. For those aged under thirty-five, 

the figure is 65 per cent. Similarly, more than a third of adults (60 per cent of those under thirty-five) check 

their phones five minutes before lights out. More than two-thirds say they never turn their smartphone off, and 

78 per cent say they could not live without it. 

High-speed online access has clearly become essential to vast numbers of people and transformed their time 

expenditure. What is less clear—indeed it can only be a matter of speculation—is how far being online is 

experienced as the best use of time, or as better than doing other things. Searching, checking, buying and 

communicating online saves time in many respects, but it also entices you on to further unintended searching, 

checking, buying, and communicating. Not everyone, we know, is happy with the dominance of the 

smartphone in their and others’ lives: according to the Ofcom report whose figures are cited above, more than 

half (54 per cent) admit that connected devices interrupt face-to-face conversations with friends and family. 

More than two in five (43 per cent) say that they spend too much time online, while a significant minority 

claim they feel more productive offline and are distracted by having constant access to the Internet. Email, the 

most commonly used tool for communicating in the workplace, gives rise to similar laments about overload 

and distraction. Its very rapidity causes problems. Messages, often imprecise, quickly pile up, and time is 

wasted reading unnecessary communications and sorting out confusions created by careless words. 

VIDEO FROM LIT HUB: 

Arundhati Roy: "We Need a Reckoning" 

https://lithub.com/watch-a-call-for-action-from-arundhati-roy-we-need-a-reckoning/
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Arundhati Roy: "We Need a Reckoning" 
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High-speed travel evokes comparable tensions and contrary responses. We have got used to ever-faster modes 

of transport and we often revel in them. Speed is convenient and can be exhilarating. However, our enjoyment 

of it is relative and historically mutable. Writing in The Pickwick Papers (1836–1837) of a horse-drawn 

chaise traveling at fifteen miles per hour, Charles Dickens describes fields, trees and hedges rushing past 

“with the velocity of a whirlwind.” Many car users today regard a limit of twenty miles per hour as 

restrictively slow. Advocates of speed may seize on this relativity to decry attempts to slow us down: going 

slow, they may say, no more “naturally” corresponds to human needs than going fast. But the passage 

from The Pickwick Papers also shows our adaptability, and therefore the ease with which we might adjust to a 

different tempo and come to prefer slower travel as quite exhilarating enough. Road capacity and 

considerations of safety will in any case impose limits on speed; as will congestion, which sometimes means 

that slower means of transport (biking or even walking) get you across towns and cities faster than motorized 

vehicles. 

In the case of the bicycle, there is also the more metaphysical consideration that it provides a machinic 

prosthetic that gratifies the interest in going faster while remaining ecologically benign. As Martin Ryle has 

suggested, it “embodies as well as queering machine culture, with its new appetite and capacity for speed.” 

The cyclist’s velocity is a correspondingly paradoxical affair, involving the pleasures of going both quickly 

and slowly. Freewheeling is a “uniquely lazy mode of going fast.” Approximations to such pleasurably 

sustainable paradoxes of velocity might perhaps also be claimed in the case of a number of other non-

motorized modes of transport such as sailing or skiing or skating or horse-riding. But what is peculiarly 

distinctive to cycling, Ryle maintains, is that it both “mirrors and subverts the general condition of bodies 

caught up in machine assemblages”: 

In cycling the relationship between body and machine is symbiotic. Riders are subject to rhythms that they 

themselves create and sustain. Pedaling, they impart them to the bike, which translates them into its own 

forward movement; but these rhythms comply in the last instance to the cyclist’s will. This is why the first 

riders, manufacturers and advertisers sought to convey the pleasures of bicycle riding in images of bird-like 

flight and centaur-like celerity, which suggest an extension of human powers within a new, integral and still-

organic being. 

* 

At present, however, jet-propeled flight and cars—the least sustainable ways of traveling—still command 

almost all investment, and are regularly represented as an essential aspect of contemporary life. The lack of 

adequate, affordable public transport and of safe provision for other ways of getting about makes daily car 

travel seem unavoidable to many workers. In Britain, commuters who use the train (to which there is no 

practical alternative for many rush hour journeys into large cities) face ever-rising fares, and these are already 

among the highest in Europe. They will not find the seating space, designated areas for children, recycling 

facilities and ample bike storage that make train travel attractive elsewhere in Europe and Scandinavia. Given 

the unreliability for which several privatized rail franchises have become notorious, they may not find a train 

at all. 

In the case of the bicycle, there is the more metaphysical consideration that it provides a machinic prosthetic 

that gratifies the interest in going faster while remaining ecologically benign. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780140436112
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For holidays and short breaks, the pressure to make the most of time off from 24/7 work makes quick 

getaways and short journey times desirable. The plane is often the only feasible way to get to and from distant 

destinations within the time frames that constrain most holiday makers. I discuss this pattern of inter-

dependencies, both a consequence and a cause of the general speeding-up of life, below. The environmental 

consequences are obvious and from that point of view, the plans to expand London’s Heathrow airport are, as 

Green MP Caroline Lucas has said, “unforgivable.” If they go ahead, future generations will surely not 

forgive the perversity. As campaigners point out, you cannot agree to limit aviation emissions to 37.5 million 

tonnes annually by 2050, then put Britain on course to reach 43 million by 2030 and 73 million tonnes later in 

the century (an amount equivalent, according to Greenpeace, to the total output of Cyprus). Or you can, if 

commerce is always allowed to trump moral duty—which is why those who regularly fly (and the most 

affluent 15 percent of Britons take 70 per cent of the flights) are also incurring their own pressing debt to the 

future. The challenge is twofold: to provide greener ways of reaching distant places, and to encourage slower 

travel to places nearer home. Here too, hedonist arguments can reinforce environmental ones. 

Even for some longer journeys, flight is not the only option, since train travel can be as quick, especially 

when time taken getting to and from airports is factored in. Trains are carbon emitters, and they are expensive. 

But a journey from London to Paris by train instead of plane cuts emissions per traveller by 90 per cent, and 

an ecological pricing and taxing policy could make the train cheaper for this and similar journeys. The 

environmentally preferable alternative is also more pleasant and interesting. Fields and hedges, rivers and 

hills, villages and towns, even if they flash past, offer “images of nature and culture that restore something of 

the visual and existential delight long associated with travel. What we glimpse reminds us that to speed along 

is to miss something, and this might entice us to go slower next time.” To judge by the enthusiasm that has 

greeted the website run by “The Man in Seat Sixty-One,” which provides information on rail and rail-ship 

transport throughout the world, long distance train journeys are increasingly sought after, for their pleasures 

as well as their greener credentials. Nonetheless “going local” must be at the centre of the cultural shift 

required to make holidays greener—all the more so if, enjoying a less work-dominated life, we take more 

holidays in future. 

The CO2 emissions caused by the growing aviation industry are compounded by those long associated with 

cars and road freight. Vehicle emissions in the European Union have barely changed over the last decade and 

the industry will exhaust its carbon budget within five to ten years unless there is a radical shift, according to 

scientists at the German Aerospace Centre (DLR). Vehicle emissions also constitute the most important 

source of toxic air pollutants in industrial societies. Most of the world’s population (90 per cent) is now 

affected by toxic air, to which some 7 million early deaths are attributed annually. Children especially suffer, 

with 300 million now living in areas where toxic fumes are six times above international guidelines. Hybrid 

and fully electric cars will be less polluting, but the electricity they use must be generated, the batteries wear 

out and must be disposed of, and like all cars they use large amounts of plastic in their construction. What is 

more, they are dystopian in protracting the car culture with its dangers, congestion, ugliness and dominance of 

space, rather than moving us beyond its mindset. 

Road traffic is responsible for bringing a premature and horrific end to the lives of many road users. Some 

40,000 people died in traffic accidents in the USA in 2017, and almost 1,800 (of whom 26 per cent were 

pedestrians) in Britain, where there were also nearly 28,000 serious injuries. A recent report by Dr Rachel 

Aldred shows that in Britain, children in socially and economically deprived areas are disproportionately 

likely to be involved in road traffic accidents, even though their parents are less likely to own cars. Road 

vehicles also destroy the lives and habitat of living beings other than ourselves, at a time when the World 

https://www.seat61.com/
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Wildlife Fund is advising us that the current rate of loss of ecosystems and wildlife is no less threatening to 

our future than climate change. Cars may not be the major cause of wildlife loss, but they certainly don’t help, 

and being inside a car screens us from the damage they cause. 

That same screening compromises and reduces the aesthetic pleasure of travel. Speeding along in a car, you 

see some of what you travel through, although the restricted frame of windscreens and car windows limits 

even visual pleasure. You are debarred from other sensory engagement, confined to what Alex Wilson, in his 

study of the making of the North American landscape, called the “motorist’s aesthetic.” The designers of the 

great American “scenic” national parkways, Wilson explains, “have created an essentially visual experience, 

one that has ruled out taste, touch and smell; for which landscape becomes an event in “automotive space”, 

and is comparable in its one-dimensionality to the view that is had in aerial photography. 

In the process, the designers of the scenic routes have literally instructed their users in the “beauties” of nature 

by promoting some landscapes at the expense of others, by removing whatever bits of it were deemed 

unsightly, and by restricting all activities incompatible with the parkway aesthetic.” Modern media have 

further added to the sense of “nature” as something primarily seen, because so much of the experience of it 

now comes in virtual form: it is a matter of watching it on TV or on a computer screen, often as seen from the 

air or a motor vehicle, and this marginalizes sounds and cuts out the contribution of smell and touch 

altogether. 

The CO2 emissions caused by the growing aviation industry are compounded by those long associated with 

cars and road freight. 

By contrast, where proper provision is made to walk or ride or cycle, one is able to enjoy sights and scents 

and sounds, and the pleasures (and benefits) of physical activity, and experiences of solitude and silence, all 

of which are denied to those who travel in more insulated and speedier ways. Slower methods of travel, as 

Wilson has suggested, allow people to enjoy a synaesthetic rather than voyeuristic experience. No one could 

rely exclusively on these modes of transport, but more could be done to encourage them, especially for short 

journeys, than is presently the case (a quarter of car trips in England are of less than two miles). The obstacles 

to regular cradle to the grave biking could readily be overcome through committed and imaginative provision. 

Alongside London’s velodrome in the capital’s Olympic Park, which reinforces the cultural tendency in 

Britain to represent cycling as a niche sport and test of endurance, we need segregated space in the streets for 

everyone’s everyday cycling. Instead of speed-rivalry on the indoor circuits and mangled riders outside on the 

roads, why not well-lit multi-lane tracks, with cover for those who want it, cycle rickshaws and electric bikes 

for the too young and less able, showers and changing rooms and cafés at regular intervals on cycle tracks? 

Schemes like this look utopian, but would cost very little compared to the infrastructure needed to provide for 

continuing mass car use—especially if one factors in the economic and social gains of better public health. 

* 

Speeding traffic kills communities as well as people. Research has shown that the higher the traffic volume, 

the less time people spend outside—and the less likely they are to know their neighbors. Parents’ fear of 

accidents has made streets no-go areas for their children, and this has had a serious impact on children’s play, 

denying them many of its pleasures. In 1971, 80 per cent of British seven- and eight-year-old children went to 
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school on their own; today it is virtually unthinkable that a seven-year-old would walk to school without an 

adult. As Mayer Hillman has pointed out, we’ve removed children from danger rather than removing danger 

from children—and filled roads with polluting cars on school runs. In the past, children were free to escape 

from adults for significant periods of time, and to forget their cares in the moonlit ludic time-space so 

evocatively summoned in the nursery rhyme, “Girls and Boys come out to play / The moon doth shine as 

bright as day ….” 

Today, whether in the country or in the city, they are seldom released from either the nervy surveillance of 

their elders, on the one hand, or the predation of drivers encroaching on them with their motorized vehicles, 

on the other. They are left with little choice: they are vulnerably exposed to traffic, confined indoors or stuck 

in cars themselves. 

It is not only children who suffer. For most of human history, as the Living Streets campaign has pointed out, 

in addition to children’s play, streets also comfortably accommodated the full range of human activity: they 

were places for socializing, public meetings, entertainments, demonstrations. Today they have become traffic 

corridors, cutting swathes through local communities. The priority in the design and classification of most 

roads is how much traffic they can carry. The use of streets as social places has been largely overlooked, as is 

the fact that on many streets—particularly local high streets—there are far more people on foot than in 

vehicles. Roads and side turnings are widened and pavements narrowed to speed up the traffic. Barriers are 

erected to stop people crossing where they want. The lighting and street signs are designed for people 

traveling at speed. The overall result is an ugly and intimidating environment that discriminates against 

people on foot. 

Since urban space and road systems have usually been organized around the expedition of vehicles rather than 

pedestrians, parks and precincts are often the only spaces available for relaxation and recreation. “Public” 

shopping-mall areas (often privately owned and policed) also provide some protection from traffic, but here 

“disreputable” (non-shopping) elements are under surveillance and regularly moved on. Nor is much 

comfortable seating supplied lest non-shoppers take advantage. 

Streets, then, need to be reclaimed for the people who use them most. As the Living Streets Manifesto puts it: 

Why should walkers behave like vehicles—always keeping on the move? The only right enshrined in the 

Highways Act is to “pass and re-pass along the highway” and it’s a sign of the times that most words we use 

to describe stopping in the street should have negative connotations—“loitering,” “lingering,” “hanging 

about.” Our streets are as much for leisure as for work, places to chat to neighbors, read newspapers or to 

watch the passing scene. Living Streets need nooks and corners, benches and walls where people can pause 

and pass the time. 

Urban design and policies are belatedly beginning to recognize something of this, with cities and towns in 

Europe and elsewhere introducing imaginative green changes in the use of space. In some cases, inhabitants 

as well as town planners are taking the initiative. In Seoul, for instance, a four-lane elevated expressway that 

between 1973 and 2003 took 170,000 vehicles a day into the city centre, has been demolished and replaced by 

a long riverside park with 1.5 million trees, a cycle way and a festival venue by the Cheonggyecheon river 

that was long buried under the road. Traffic chaos was predicted, but residents have adapted, with many more 

now traveling by subway. Buried rivers have also been restored in Seattle, New York and Sheffield. 
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The Guardian recently featured images of a number of cities, including Addis Ababa, Bogota, Mumbai, and 

Sao Paulo and Fortalezza in Brazil, where drab and dangerous urban intersections had been transformed into 

colorful pedestrian-friendly areas. In Europe and Scandinavia, Freiburg im Breisgau has progressively 

pedestrianized since 1971, and is now largely car-free. Giethoorn in Holland, Nürnberg, Málaga, Seville, 

Siena and the Cinque Terre towns, Dubrovnik, St. Petersburg, Växjö, Malmö, and Copenhagen are among 

many other cities and towns that have become largely traffic free, at least in their old towns or more central 

areas. In Britain, some progress has been made in reclaiming streets from motor traffic and in some cases 

reducing speed limits, but it has not been remarkable, and the 20 m.p.h. limit is seldom policed and routinely 

ignored. 

Urban design and policies are belatedly beginning to recognize something of this, with cities and towns in 

Europe and elsewhere introducing imaginative green changes in the use of space. 

More exceptional, perhaps, are the changes that have recently come about in Doncaster, a working-class town 

surrounded by motorways and retail distribution centers, including a mammoth Amazon fulfillment centre on 

its outskirts. Doncaster is being reclaimed by councillors and local activists for a human-friendly “artisan 

economy.” The former three-floor BHS store has become “Flip Out,” a trampoline park; part of the town once 

dominated by a car park now houses a theatre and arts venue; and in 2020 a new “Cultural and Learning 

Centre” will open with a library and town museum. In the words of Rachel Horne, organizer of “Cultural 

Crawl” (in which cafés, pubs and other venues cooperatively host music, poetry and exhibitions), and co-

editor of the new Duncopolitan what’s-on magazine, 

We’re trying to create a different way of living. If I wasn’t doing this, I’d be clinically depressed, in a job that 

I hated—like a call centre. There’s not many other jobs here—so it’s like, “Make your own job.” … Donny is 

a working-class town, but that doesn’t mean we’re idiots. It doesn’t mean we’re not really creative or that we 

can’t have a stake in what happens in the town centre. You can see the hunger for doing something different 

that’s here, if we’re just given the chance to make it happen. … Call centres and warehouses are the modern 

pits. But it doesn’t mean that those people in there aren’t really creative. It’s just a job. … I don’t really think 

we need the stuff we buy. I think we’ll find new ways of occupying the space and the council need people like 

us to do that. 

* 

Perhaps the most prized and seemingly irreplaceable advantage of fast travel is the ease with which it delivers 

us to far-flung holiday and conference destinations and allows large numbers of people (though always in 

global terms a tiny minority) to enjoy tourist experiences confined a century ago to the wealthiest elites. 

It is difficult to dispute the pleasures of holidays abroad or the life-enhancing aspects of encountering other 

spaces and cultures. Increasingly far-flung trips are taken in quest of that kind of difference, although 

unfamiliarity can also be experienced much closer to home: the hilltop towns of lower Normandy and the 

bogs of north Mayo, to take two examples, have no exact parallels in Britain. Exotic trips are all too likely to 

be exploitative both of the environment and of local workers servicing the tourist industry. Companies 

providing eco-tourist experiences keep quiet about the contradictions of encouraging influx into areas hitherto 

“untouched” by the tourist trade. 
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These organizations also seem particularly adept (as indeed they need to be in order to survive) at suppressing 

the role of long distance air flight in creating the “threatened and fragile” environments that they invite their 

customers (often referred to as research or conservation “volunteers’) to come and help protect. The first and 

last step in these itineraries, it goes without saying, is an international flight, and many also require further 

domestic flights to reach their chosen outposts of civilization. The journeys that bring tourists to watch tigers 

in India or polar bears in the Arctic are major contributors to the climate change that is eroding the habitat of 

these threatened animals. 

The environmental impact of many long-haul journeys is all the greater when these trips are short. This means 

that the visits themselves happen with greater frequency and enjoy a higher take-up rate because less time off 

work or school is needed. This escapist holiday culture of long distance short breaks is another instance of the 

interlocking forms of consumerist provision required and provided in a high-speed, work-intensive culture. 

Regular weekend breaks from Britain to New York and Scandinavian and European cities are seen as 

essential to sanity. The journey there and back, measured in time taken rather than miles covered, is just a 

way of reaching the holiday location. “Escaping,” it is rather unthinkingly assumed, cannot take place unless 

you travel a long way. Even schools are organizing trips that encourage pupils to think no significant 

experience or excitement can be had without spending hours in an airplane cabin only to be deposited in some 

faraway part of the globe. 

We may well wonder whether trips of this kind give the sense of timeless immersion in a different 

environment with a different rhythm that once made holidays such objects of anticipation and nostalgia—

particularly for children. The extreme contrasts to ordinary life presented by holidays in distant and culturally 

unfamiliar locales may even militate against the surreal and dream-like experience that can accompany a 

removal to somewhere closer to home yet still strangely different from normality. Proust’s Marcel scarcely 

travels very far from Combray to his holidays in Balbec, where the “tourist experience” is hardly very 

dramatic or sublime. However, the subtle shift in what constitutes the routine and the familiar makes for a rare 

and entrancing experience. The days—all the more, perhaps, because each is similar to the next—merge with 

one another in a way that will yield memories of their beauty and exceptionality. It is not so far, either, from 

Lübeck to Travemünde on the Baltic (two or three hours by horse carriage, in the later nineteenth century). 

But for Thomas Mann’s little Hanno Buddenbrook, it is the removal to an utterly different world of delight: 

We may well wonder whether trips of this kind give the sense of timeless immersion in a different 

environment with a different rhythm that once made holidays such objects of anticipation and nostalgia. 

Everything—the smell of the freshly washed table-cloth when the waiter shook it out, the tissue paper 

serviettes, the unaccustomed bread, the eggs they ate out of little metal cups, with ordinary spoons instead of 

the bone ones like those at home—all this, and everything, enchanted little Johann. And all that followed was 

so easy and care-free—such a wonderfully idle and protected life. There was the forenoon on the beach, while 

the Kurhouse band gave its morning programme; the lying and resting at the foot of the beach-chair, the 

delicious, dreamy play with the soft sand that did not make you dirty, while you let your eyes rove idly and 

lose themselves in the green and blue infinity beyond. There was the air that swept in from that infinity—

strong, free, wild, gently sighing and deliciously scented; it seemed to enfold you round, to veil your hearing 

and make you pleasantly giddy, and blessedly submerge all consciousness of time and space. 
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It will be said that Proust and Mann are recording the holidays of the privileged bourgeoisie—which, of 

course, is true: those from poorer families than Marcel or Hanno would certainly not have shared in their 

holiday joys. But that is beside the point in this context, since local holidays need be no more expensive than 

the trips to distant resorts that many families now take. (Where these do prove cheaper it will be because of 

budget flights and reliance on poorly paid local labour.) Long distance travel no longer guarantees anything 

very novel in the way of experience, since the global village has brought homogeneity as well as accessibility. 

Today, James Clifford has suggested, “an older typography of travel is exploded. One no longer leaves home 

confident in finding something radically new, another time or space. Difference is encountered in the 

adjoining neighborhood, the familiar turns up at the end of the earth.” 

__________________________________ 

 

From Post Growth Living: For an Alternative Hedonism by Kate Soper. Used with the permission of the 

publisher, Verso Books. Copyright © 2020 by Kate Soper. 

 

Kate Soper 

Kate Soper teaches philosophy and cultural theory at the University of North London. Her previous works 

include On Human Needs, What is Nature? Culture, Politics and the Non-Human and, with Verso, Troubled 

Pleasures. 
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How psychedelic DMT promotes the production of new brain cells 

By Rich Haridy 

 

New research suggests the potential for psychedelic drugs to stimulate new neuron production may be able to 

be separated from the drugs' hallucinogenic effects 

thana_keng/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Robust new research, published in the journal Translational Psychiatry, is reporting on several years of 

animal studies showing how a psychedelic drug called dimethyltryptamine (DMT) can promote brain 

plasticity and induce the formation of new neurons. The research presents evidence to suggest the 

hallucinogenic effects of the drug may be able to be separated from this neuron-generating mechanism. 

Ayahuasca is a hallucinogenic preparation known to be consumed in shamanic and religious contexts by 

indigenous populations in South America. DMT is the main psychoactive compound in the psychedelic brew, 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/48582379/stock-illustration-young-plant-with-brain-root.html
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and it has become the focus of a great deal of research due to its profoundly powerful, but short-

acting, hallucinogenic qualities. 

 

 

The recent renaissance in psychedelic science has found hallucinogenic drugs such as psilocybin can induce 

potent antidepressant effects. Preliminary studies investigating ayahuasca have seen similar antidepressant 

outcomes. It has been hypothesized that the positive mental health outcomes from these psychedelic 

compounds stems from their ability to stimulate new neuron production, a process referred to as neurogenesis. 

This new research, led by a team of Spanish scientists, set out to understand by what mechanism DMT could 

induce neurogenesis. Across several mouse experiments the study first established DMT does indeed promote 

acute neurogenesis, and furthermore, these new neurons can be linked to detectable improvements in the 

animals’ memory and cognition. 

“… these [new hippocampal neurons] have a functional impact since DMT treatment during 21 days clearly 

improved mouse performance in learning and memory tasks, in which the hippocampus is considered to play 

an essential role,” the researchers write in the new study. “These observations are in agreement with previous 

works showing that adult hippocampal neurogenesis plays an important role in these cognitive functions.” 

Perhaps the most compelling finding in the new research is the confirmation that this psychedelic-induced 

neurogenesis seems to be produced by a mechanism that is separate to that which generates the drug’s 

hallucinogenic effect. 

The hallucinogenic qualities of most psychedelics are commonly thought to be generated through the 

stimulation of 5-HT2A serotonin receptors in the brain but it is still up for debate whether neurogenesis 

induced by psychedelics is mediated through the same serotonin receptor activity. 

This new research suggests neurogenesis may be mediated through sigma-1 receptors (S1R), which prior 

research has established are also influenced by DMT. The study reveals the neurogenic effect of DMT could 

be effectively blocked when mice were administered a S1R antagonist. 

“The results here obtained indicate that the observed effects of DMT are mediated by the activation of the 

S1R,” the researchers write in the study. “In this regard, it has been shown that the stimulation of the S1R by 

different agonists enhances neurogenesis in the hippocampus.” 

What all this ultimately means is that is seems possible the new-neuron-stimulating effect of DMT could be 

divorced from its hallucinogenic and psychoactive properties. José Ángel Morales, an author on the new 

research, suggests this promisingly points to new research pathways investigating ways to harness the 

therapeutic potential of neurogenesis. 
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“This capacity to modulate brain plasticity suggests that it has great therapeutic potential for a wide range of 

psychiatric and neurological disorders, including neurodegenerative diseases," says Morales. 

This research is not the first to raise the possibility of divorcing the therapeutic potential of psychedelics from 

their hallucinatory effects. Both the US government and commercial pharmaceutical companies are 

investigating ways to either moderate, or eliminate altogether, the psychedelic effect of psychedelics. 

However, there is considerable debate within the psychedelic research community as to how fundamentally 

important the overwhelming psychoactive experience actually is to the drug's subsequent therapeutic benefits. 

"The challenge is to activate our dormant capacity to form neurons and thus replace the neurons that die as a 

result of the disease,” notes Morales. “This study shows that DMT is capable of activating neural stem cells 

and forming new neurons.” 

The new study was published in the journal Translational Psychiatry. 

Source: Complutense University of Madrid via MedicalXpress 
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Rich Haridy 

With interests in film, new media, and the new wave of psychedelic science, Rich has written for a number of 

online and print publications over the last decade and was Chair of the Australian Film Critics Association 

from 2013-2015. Since joining New Atlas Rich’s interests have broadened to encompass the era-defining 

effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 
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Nobel Laureate Louise Glück’s Love Poem to Life at the Horizon of Death 

A subtle, stunning serenade to the lifelong hunger for self-love and self-forgiveness. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

A generation after Walt Whitman declared himself “the poet of the body and the poet of the soul,” animated 

by an electric awareness of how interleaved the two are — how the body is the locus of “the real I myself” — 

the pioneering psychologist and philosopher William James revolutionized our understanding of life with his 

theory of how our bodies affect our feelings. In the century-some since, scientists have begun uncovering 

what poets have always known — that spirit is woven of sinew and mind of marrow. The body is the place, 

the only place, where we live — it is where we experience time, it is where we heal from emotional trauma, it 

is the seat of consciousness, without which there is nothing. And yet we spend our lives turning away from 
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this elemental fact — with distraction, with addiction, with the trance of busyness — until suddenly 

something beyond our control — a diagnosis, a heartbreak, a pandemic — staggers us awake. We remember 

the body, this sole and solitary arena of being. The instant we remember to reverence it we also remember to 

mourn it, for we remember that this living miracle is a temporary miracle — a borrowed constellation of 

atoms bound to return to the stardust that made it. 

That is what poet Louise Glück, laureate of the 2020 Nobel Prize in Literature, explores in the short, stunning 

poem “Crossroads,” originally published in her 2009 book A Village Life, later included in her indispensable 

collected Poems 1962–2012 (public library), and read here by the poet herself for the 2010 Griffin Poetry 

Prize. 

CROSSROADS 

by Louise Glück 

My body, now that we will not be traveling together much longer 

I begin to feel a new tenderness toward you, very raw and unfamiliar, 

like what I remember of love when I was young — 

love that was so often foolish in its objectives 

but never in its choices, its intensities 

Too much demanded in advance, too much that could not be promised — 

My soul has been so fearful, so violent; 

forgive its brutality. 

As though it were that soul, my hand moves over you cautiously, 

not wishing to give offense 

but eager, finally, to achieve expression as substance: 

it is not the earth I will miss, 

it is you I will miss. 

Complement with astronomer and poet Rebecca Elson’s staggering “Antidotes to Fear of Death,” composed 

as her own body was cusping over the untimely horizon of nonbeing, and poet Lisel Mueller, who lived to 96, 

on what gives meaning to our ephemeral lives, then revisit physicist Brian Greene on mortality and our search 

for meaning and the fascinating history of how the birth of astrophotography changed our relationship to 

death. 
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https://www.griffinpoetryprize.com/awards-and-poets/shortlists/2010-shortlist/louise-gluck/
https://www.griffinpoetryprize.com/awards-and-poets/shortlists/2010-shortlist/louise-gluck/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/10/antidotes-to-fear-of-death-rebecca-elson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/02/24/immortality-in-passing-lisel-mueller/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/24/brian-greene-janna-levin-conversation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/24/brian-greene-janna-levin-conversation/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/10/john-adams-whipple-moon/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/10/john-adams-whipple-moon/
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We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under a Creative Commons license. 

Early evidence suggests CBD could help with inflammation and some arthritic conditions. Smith 

Collection/Gado via Getty Images 

 

Many people have turned to cannabis and its derivatives as they search for pandemic relief, and one of the 

most widely available ones is CBD. It is also legal. You can buy oils, tinctures, capsules, gummies, cosmetics 

and even toilet paper said to contain the molecule. Martha Stewart has a line of CBD products, and some 

companies are marketing CBD products for holiday gifts. And, you can even buy CBD products for your pet. 

https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/various-wellness-products-containing-full-spectrum-news-photo/1266349533?adppopup=true
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/various-wellness-products-containing-full-spectrum-news-photo/1266349533?adppopup=true
https://doi.org/10.1080/10550887.2020.1811455
https://nordicbotanics.com/product/cbd-toilet-paper/
https://www.marthastewart.com/7985856/martha-stewart-canopy-growth-cbd


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

115 

An investment bank has estimated that this market will be worth US$16 billion by 2025, even though many of 

the products that allegedly contain CBD may not contain any CBD all. And, if they do, the amount often is far 

less than the amount stated on the product bottle or box. 

The CBD craze started in 2018, after the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved Epidiolex, the first 

drug containing CBD, used to treat two rare and severe types of childhood epilepsy. Since that approval, 

research on the possible medical applications of CBD has risen sharply. 

But while the ads boasting its benefits are ubiquitous, there is still much we scientists don’t know, 

including whether CBD can actually reduce stress and anxiety. 

That said, as a neuroscientist who studies childhood anxiety disorders and the neurobiology of stress and 

anxiety, I am encouraged by some of the preliminary research. For example, pre-clinical studies show that 

CBD can reduce fear and anxiety-related behaviors in mice. Neuroimaging studies in humans show that CBD 

can reduce activity in the amygdala and anterior cingulate cortex, brain regions associated with stress and 

anxiety. Yet more research must take place before we can be certain. 

What is CBD? 

CBD is only one of more than 100 cannabinoids and other molecules found in the marijuana plant (Cannabis 

Sativa). Cannabinoids are known as signaling molecules: They interact with other molecules in the body, 

including the brain. For example, THC, the plant’s most abundant cannabinoid, interacts with brain receptors 

to cause the “high” feeling. Cannabinoids can also impact the immune system; this may help alleviate 

inflammation, arthritic conditions and neuropathic pain. 

CBD, the plant’s second most abundant cannabinoid, does not contain THC, and therefore does not have 

psychoactive effects. There is no high. CBD also doesn’t seem to bind strongly with typical cannabinoid 

receptors. Instead, it interacts with other signaling molecules in the brain and throughout the body. For 

example, CBD may act on the serotonin system, particularly serotonin 5-HT1A receptors, which are involved 

in signaling pathways that regulate pain, depression and anxiety. 

Evidence suggests that CBD may interact with the body’s own natural cannabinoid system – the 

endocannabinoid system – to boost levels of anandamide, the “bliss molecule,” our body’s natural version of 

THC, perhaps changing the way people think and feel. And CBD may act with the body’s natural opioid 

system. This would explain some of the reported pain-relieving qualities. Yet with all of these potential 

effects, we still don’t understand how CBD works to alleviate pain, anxiety, inflammation and even epilepsy, 

the only disorder for which a drug containing CBD has been FDA-approved. 

In medicine, to see if something works, a randomized placebo-controlled trial is the gold standard. Several 

clinical trials are underway to see if CBD works for anxiety, COVID-19-induced stress, and for the treatment 

of anxiety disorders – worldwide, the most common mental disorder. There are several types of 

anxiety disorders, including generalized anxiety, which relates to excess worrying about everyday life, and 

social anxiety disorder, which includes intense fear around social interactions. Symptoms of anxiety can also 

vary, including feeling tense, irritable or jumpy, and also feeling that your heart is racing, sweating, 

headaches, stomachaches and insomnia. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/23/sunday-review/coronavirus-cbd-oil.html
https://www.fda.gov/news-events/public-health-focus/warning-letters-and-test-results-cannabidiol-related-products
https://www.fda.gov/news-events/press-announcements/fda-approves-first-drug-comprised-active-ingredient-derived-marijuana-treat-rare-severe-forms
https://theconversation.com/no-cbd-is-not-a-miracle-molecule-that-can-cure-coronavirus-just-as-it-wont-cure-many-other-maladies-its-proponents-claim-132492
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=S9ykvZUAAAAJ&hl=en
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/2162942/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/19124693/
https://doi.org/10.1002/prp2.682
https://doi.org/%2010.1097/j.pain.0000000000001386
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1573017/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/neuroscience/anandamide
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33169541/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33169541/
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/results?cond=anxiety&term=cbd&cntry=&state=&city=&dist=
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/results?cond=anxiety&term=cbd&cntry=&state=&city=&dist=
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1121189X00001421
https://www.nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Mental-Health-Conditions/Anxiety-Disorders
https://www.nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Mental-Health-Conditions/Anxiety-Disorders
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Recent studies show that COVID-19 has exacerbated some already existing mental health problems. And, 

even for people without a history of mental health problems, a COVID-19 diagnosis increases the risk of 

anxiety and other psychiatric disorders. 

Preliminary and recent studies on the potential for CBD to reduce stress and anxiety are promising. Two small 

preliminary studies, for instance, tested whether CBD reduced anxiety in individuals with social anxiety 

disorder and in healthy volunteers. A public speaking test was simulated; those given CBD reported lower 

anxiety compared to those given a placebo (sugar pill). But we must wait for results of larger clinical trials to 

know if CBD works, and under what conditions. 

Dozens of marijuana or CBD-laced food products are now available. Lauri Patterson via Getty Images 

Popularity outpaces science 

In November, voters in four states – Arizona, Montana, New Jersey and South Dakota – voted to join 11 other 

states to legalize recreational cannabis use in the U.S. But the rise in legalization and decriminalization of 

cannabinoids, along with their widespread popularity, significantly outpaces the science. There is more 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30462-4
https://doi.org/10.1089/can.2019.0052
https://doi.org/10.1038/npp.2011.6
https://doi.org/10.1038/npp.2011.6
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/photo/marijuana-brownies-royalty-free-image/1185895952?adppopup=true
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/11/04/voters-chose-to-legalize-tax-recreational-marijuana-in-these-4-states.html
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research today on the potential medical applications of cannabinoids than ever before – including $196 

million from the National Institutes of Health, along with $31 million on CBD in the year 2020. 

Still, this is a relatively new area of medical research. CBD was discovered in 1940; the body’s own 

endocannabinoid system wasn’t discovered until 1992. This is shocking given that humans have been using 

cannabis and cannabis-based products for thousands of years. Evidence suggests medical use of cannabis 

dates back to ancient times, including around 2700 B.C., when Emperor Shen Nung – known as the father of 

Chinese medicine – was exploring cannabis use to treat over 100 different ailments, including gout, 

rheumatism and malaria. 

But today, doctors, nurses and other medical providers are generally not well prepared to answer patients’ 

questions about potential risks, benefits and applications. This may be because cannabis and CBD are not a 

part of standard medical education. For example, a 2017 survey of medical residents and fellows in St. Louis 

found that 84.9% reported receiving no medical education about cannabis. 

Government restrictions also contribute to the lag. Cannabis is still illegal at the federal level. In 2016, the 

U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration affirmed its classification of cannabis as a Schedule I drug. That put it 

in the same category as deadly and addictive drugs: opioids (like heroine and oxycodone). This is in stark 

contrast to research that shows cannabis is relatively safe and with a low potential for abuse. But because of 

this federal classification, scientific and medical study of cannabis is tightly regulated. Researchers need a 

special license from the DEA to study it. Physicians may also feel poorly trained because more and higher-

quality research is needed before they make recommendations to their patients. 

[Deep knowledge, daily. Sign up for The Conversation’s newsletter.] 

Researching CBD and other cannabis derivatives is also difficult. CBD products are currently unregulated by 

the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. This means CBD is not considered a dietary supplement, and 

marketed CBD products cannot make any health-related claims. This also means there’s no oversight on 

what’s in CBD products, which is why they are frequently mislabeled. This creates a “Wild West” 

environment for consumers. 

So should you try CBD for stress and anxiety? The bottom line: It’s too early to tell. Those CBD gummies 

might just be an expensive placebo. In the meantime, turn to evidence-based treatments for stress and anxiety 

relief – like good old-fashioned exercise. 

https://theconversation.com/cbd-sales-are-soaring-but-evidence-is-still-slim-that-the-cannabis-derivative-

makes-a-difference-for-anxiety-or-pain-

149612?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20fo

r%20November%2018%202020%20-

%201788617358&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20Novemb

er%2018%202020%20-

%201788617358+Version+B+CID_4c8226a01672c148e9f1c3d351f3a807&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=CBD%20sales%20are%20way%20up%20but%20evidence%20is%20still%20slim%20that%2

0the%20cannabis%20derivative%20makes%20a%20difference%20for%20anxiety%20or%20pain 

https://report.nih.gov/categorical_spending.aspx
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=1AWGDhIOvk0C&oi=fnd&pg=PA35&dq=History+of+Therapeutic+Cannabis&ots=a3wpiboMDk&sig=sKYx899iOcrohVJjx4GoO_Cve3s#v=onepage&q=History%20of%20Therapeutic%20Cannabis&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=1AWGDhIOvk0C&oi=fnd&pg=PA35&dq=History+of+Therapeutic+Cannabis&ots=a3wpiboMDk&sig=sKYx899iOcrohVJjx4GoO_Cve3s#v=onepage&q=History%20of%20Therapeutic%20Cannabis&f=false
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2019.1529
https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/schedules/marijuana/Maintaining%20Marijuana%20in%20Schedule%20I%20of%20the%20Controlled%20Substances%20Act.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamainternmed.2019.1529
https://theconversation.com/us/newsletters/the-daily-3?utm_source=TCUS&utm_medium=inline-link&utm_campaign=newsletter-text&utm_content=deepknowledge
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2017.11909
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(19)30246-6/fulltext
https://theconversation.com/cbd-sales-are-soaring-but-evidence-is-still-slim-that-the-cannabis-derivative-makes-a-difference-for-anxiety-or-pain-149612?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358+Version+B+CID_4c8226a01672c148e9f1c3d351f3a807&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=CBD%20sales%20are%20way%20up%20but%20evidence%20is%20still%20slim%20that%20the%20cannabis%20derivative%20makes%20a%20difference%20for%20anxiety%20or%20pain
https://theconversation.com/cbd-sales-are-soaring-but-evidence-is-still-slim-that-the-cannabis-derivative-makes-a-difference-for-anxiety-or-pain-149612?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358+Version+B+CID_4c8226a01672c148e9f1c3d351f3a807&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=CBD%20sales%20are%20way%20up%20but%20evidence%20is%20still%20slim%20that%20the%20cannabis%20derivative%20makes%20a%20difference%20for%20anxiety%20or%20pain
https://theconversation.com/cbd-sales-are-soaring-but-evidence-is-still-slim-that-the-cannabis-derivative-makes-a-difference-for-anxiety-or-pain-149612?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358+Version+B+CID_4c8226a01672c148e9f1c3d351f3a807&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=CBD%20sales%20are%20way%20up%20but%20evidence%20is%20still%20slim%20that%20the%20cannabis%20derivative%20makes%20a%20difference%20for%20anxiety%20or%20pain
https://theconversation.com/cbd-sales-are-soaring-but-evidence-is-still-slim-that-the-cannabis-derivative-makes-a-difference-for-anxiety-or-pain-149612?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358&utm_content=Daily%20newsletter%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20November%2018%202020%20-%201788617358+Version+B+CID_4c8226a01672c148e9f1c3d351f3a807&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=CBD%20sales%20are%20way%20up%20but%20evidence%20is%20still%20slim%20that%20the%20cannabis%20derivative%20makes%20a%20difference%20for%20anxiety%20or%20pain
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Account 

A Haunting Tale of Spies and Specters 

In this short story written exclusively for T, the ghost of a former North Korean diplomat finds his way back 

to Leipzig, Germany, and to the woman he once loved. 

A smoker on the balcony of a Brutalist- inspired building in central Leipzig constructed during the German 

Democratic Republic.Credit...Nick Ballón 

By Alexander Chee 

Photographs by Nick Ballón 

Ghost stories aren’t necessarily meant to frighten — often, they’re ways to explain to ourselves the living’s 

unresolved matters of the heart: old ambitions, old loves, old hatreds. T’s Nov. 15 Travel issue is dedicated to 

such tales, including three original short stories written exclusively for the magazine. Below is “Did You Die 

at Home?” by Alexander Chee. Read more in our letter from the editor. 

SHE WAS WATCHING a movie with one of her lovers, Antoni. He had convinced her to watch it — a 

drama set in North Korea. A ghost story. It began with the hero making a disorienting leap from a bridge she 

hadn’t seen in so long it was like she had jumped, too. 

“Turn it off,” she told him, and he did. 

SIGN UP FOR THE T LIST NEWSLETTER: A weekly roundup of what the editors of T Magazine are 

noticing and coveting right now. 

Sign Up 

“Something else?” He seemed a little hurt. She wondered if he thought she would like the reminders of what 

had been her home. She didn’t usually tell people about it, even all these years later, but he was Russian and 

somehow she felt she could. But if he expected her to thank him for finding this film … So many of her lovers 

imagined she was out of place in Germany, that she longed to return home, and that if they found some 

reminder of where she was from, they would be greeted as heroes. What man didn’t like that? But they never 

actually asked her, they always guessed. They were addicted to the idea they could guess right, and not 

thinking about her at all. Men were always accusing women of sentimentality, but so often it came from them, 

in her experience. Their long fantasies of attachment and betrayal, all just one long drama about worthiness. 

Their worthiness, as a man. Men could be fun, but you couldn’t count on them because of this, the way 

everything became a game that could make them a hero, even you. You could die from it. 

ADVERTISEMENT 

https://www.nytimes.com/issue/t-magazine/2020/11/06/ts-nov-15-travel-issue
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/09/t-magazine/travel-issue-ghost-stories.html
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Light reflects from a window overlooking Grünau, a large ’70s-era housing estate in west Leipzig built by the 

G.D.R.Credit...Nick Ballón 

And so their guesses repelled her, because they told her what they thought of her. 

“It’s a ghost story about haunted eyeglasses,” he said as she put her coat on and slipped her purse over her 

shoulder. 
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“Haunted eyeglasses?” she said. She shook her head and mustered half a smile for him, and then kissed him. 

“I don’t miss it there,” she said. “OK?” 

 Thanks for reading The Times. 

Subscribe to The Times 

“OK,” he said to her back, as she walked down the stairs of his building. 

 

SHE LIVES HERE, in Leipzig. Not there. Not there in almost 40 years. She likes it here, more than 

Pyongyang. That country has changed so much, it isn’t worth imagining she could go back, even if she could. 

Which she can’t. She likes not being married, she likes German feminism, her restaurant, her son, her life 

here. She didn’t know if North Korean women could live like this, and she didn’t ever want to find out. Even 

South Korean women didn’t seem to be able to live like this. The actresses in those movies and TV shows that 

came so frequently now — the women were surreally beautiful — didn’t remind her of the women she knew 

when she’d trained for her mission, women who could clean a rifle or a gut wound. Women like her. 

She’s seen the newer photos of Pyongyang, of course — her son follows an Instagram account, of all things, 

by a photographer now stationed inside the country. But she couldn’t follow that account. She had one 

account for the restaurant, to post specials and to check to see if people liked the restaurant or were 

complaining. She only followed her son. Sometimes, in the kitchen, he’d show her something he’d seen, and 

she would just nod and say, “Genau,” and he’d laugh because she didn’t really say it the way Germans did. 

The way he did. When she said it, she meant “enough.” 

ADVERTISEMENT 

Continue reading the main story 

As she lives upstairs from her restaurant, she always pauses as she passes by the window when she returns. 

She can’t help but check to be sure the tables are clean, the water glasses filled, the people happy. She almost 

didn’t see him, as he sat at the restaurant’s sole window table, looking out at the street as if he was waiting for 

a friend. His back to the wall, as usual. She saw her son pass by him, and pass by him again and then again — 

he didn’t seem to see this particular guest, who lacked for water and a menu. 

She stepped inside, then went over to the station, picked up a water glass and headed to the table with a menu, 

an apology ready. The guest’s head turned to greet her, looking through her, and then at her, recognizing her 

with a startled expression. It was then that she understood who he was. What he was. 

She tried to remember if her mother had ever told her what to do if she saw a ghost, even as she pulled back 

and turned away, setting the glass and the menu back down, heading outside and quickly pounding in her door 

code. She pushed in and swiftly shut it behind her. Did he think she would ever speak to him again, even if he 

came back from the dead? 

https://www.nytimes.com/subscription?campaignId=9L9L9
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/09/t-magazine/leipzig-germany-travel-story.html?auth=-google1tap#after-story-ad-2


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

121 

 

A view of the concourse at the Hauptbahnhof, Leipzig’s central rail station.Credit...Nick Ballón 

SHE POURED HERSELF a glass of Scotch in her kitchen, sat down at her table and he came in and sat 

across from her, because what closed door had ever kept out a ghost? 

She recalled how her parents would offer spirits at Chuseok to ancestors, and poured out some whisky for 

herself and then a little for him. She pushed the glass to his side of the table. 

“Did you die at home?” 

He nodded his head. 

“In Mokpo? Could you see the sea, the way you said you wanted?” 

ADVERTISEMENT 
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He smiled, nodding. He was older than she remembered but not as old as she thought he would be, somehow, 

when she imagined his life now, to the extent that she ever had. If there was any science to a ghost, they did 

not, she understood, ever look younger than when they died. How did she know this? 

She could still remember the glow of his skin, how much she wanted to touch it the first time she saw him. 

Never had a man attracted her that way. They met at the North Korean embassy reception in East Berlin, 

where she worked as an aide to the ambassador. He and his class of exchange students, chosen for their 

height, good looks and marital status — to ensure they returned home at the end — had attracted so much 

attention. “All of those handsome, good-looking married men,” the ambassador had said to her. “Don’t 

touch.” 

He shook his finger at her and smiled. She rolled her eyes away from him and back to the new arrivals, and 

they’d caught each other’s eye then. That instant understanding between them. 

She stepped away to the window, and as she searched for her cigarettes, she heard a match from behind her. 

His handsome hand caught the light as he handed her one of his cigarettes, already lit. She took it from him, 

and the faint damp when she set the filter to her lips was his. Her knees had not so much buckled as glowed in 

anticipation. The cigarette was Chinese: expensive, excellent quality. 

“Thank you,” she said, the smoke curling from her lips. The first words she ever said to him. He pulled the 

curtain behind them both as they stepped onto the balcony, and together they looked down at the street. 

He kissed her before he asked her name. 

For the first few assignations, they did not use names. It was better if he didn’t know hers, and she didn’t 

know his, he said. That first night, when their cigarettes were finished, he’d given her an address and a time 

on a piece of paper, written in pencil, and the next day, she went. 
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The exterior of an apartment building in Grünau.Credit...Nick Ballón 

The first time she stood naked in front of him, she felt as free as she ever had in her life. A being of pure 

desire. No name, no history, nothing except what she wanted from him. Him on the bed of some borrowed 

apartment — she didn’t ask where it came from. How a man new to East Berlin suddenly had friends. She 

didn’t want to know. 

 “Good girl,” the ambassador had said to her a few weeks later, when she came to work. He often offered 

cryptic comments that told her he had her followed. She never knew what he meant that time, if he approved 

of the affair or the anonymity. She didn’t want to know. By not giving each other their names, they had 

become a secret only they shared. 

HE LEFT PRESENTS with messages, and at first they seemed, each one, like spy pranks. The pack of his 

brand of cigarettes she found in her desk drawer beside her pens, newly opened, with one removed, the next 

address and time written on the inside of the box’s cover. The flowers on her desk, a note in a capsule in the 

water, the stems tied around it. 
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A wraparound canvas billboard covering the historic Hotel Astoria, which first opened in 1915.Credit...Nick 

Ballón 
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Was he in intelligence? A double agent? She didn’t want to know, but he was good at what he did. 

Eventually, her curiosity got the better of her. She asked him as she dressed, preparing to leave: “Where did 

these apartments come from? Friends?” 

“I don’t have friends,” he said. She liked him even more. 

A few dates later, he told her. “I watch for signs someone is going away. I follow them, learn the patterns of 

the building, pick their locks, give you the address and use their apartments. There is always the chance they 

might return.” 

“You know the person who owns this place,” he said, and picked up a photo she hadn’t realized was face 

down. The stern black-and-white portrait of the ambassador looked back up at her. 

“But he doesn’t live — ” 

“Here? No, he doesn’t. This is the apartment he keeps for meeting his lovers.” With a grin, he pulled out the 

drawer of the night stand and withdrew handcuffs, snapping them at her like claws as he got up and chased 

after her. She waited until he was close, got them from his hands and onto his wrists, and she still remembers 

the shocked delight in his eyes as he realized this, just as she pushed him over onto the bed. 

 “Does he do this to you?” she asked, and he blinked in surprise, twice, a third time, which told her the answer 

was probably yes. She took a pillowcase from the bed and tore it, making a blindfold for his eyes. 

IN THE OFFICE for several weeks after this, she waited for the ambassador to reveal he knew what she’d 

done. But if he knew, he never let on. The feeling of power she felt, the exultant larceny of having her lover in 

his bed, of having used his handcuffs, washed her hands with his soap, the soft towels, softer than any she’d 

ever used. It lit her up like cocaine. 

SHE HAD NOT waited for him for years. But before then, she had waited for him for years. Five years, she 

told herself sometimes, but maybe longer. Maybe shorter. 

She had thought he was already dead. 

Their plan to escape was impromptu, improvised the day the wall fell. They were in Leipzig at a hotel. It 

seemed almost middle-class for them, and the excitement she normally felt at being in a stranger’s apartment 

was missing. He had something he needed that he’d left in East Berlin. He told her he would be back in a day. 

He was to return with his passport and some money, and they would leave for Paris, fly from there to South 

Korea and apply for asylum. He would marry her, and they would live out the rest of their lives in Mokpo, at 

his family’s properties there in the south. 

She waited each day in the Leipzig station at first, watching the crowds leaving the city now that the wall had 

come down. 
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East Leipzig’s dramatic and playful-looking heating pipelines.Credit...Nick Ballón 
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When she ran out of money to pay for her meals, she made her way to a restaurant and, as she spoke Russian 

and English as well as German, was quickly given a job as a waitress. She had never served food to anyone in 

her life except herself, her family, a few friends and lovers — him included. The restaurant was by the train 

station, and she could watch out the window for him, she told herself, but she soon forgot, and then 

recriminated herself when she forgot, and then hated herself for forgetting, for watching, the whole thing. 

That was the first year. 

He had described Mokpo so well she felt sometimes she had already been. She dreamed a few times of being 

there, while waiting for him to return. When he told her stories of his family’s estate in Mokpo, of the barrier 

islands, the peculiar rocks, like enormous mushrooms along the beach, she sometimes thought of the 

barrackslike apartments she grew up in. She had been born in Pyongyang to anti-Japanese independence 

guerrillas, parents who had spent the occupation assassinating high-ranking Japanese colonial officials. She 

reminded herself, when she was feeling sad, that she was descended from assassins. 

He had never been to Mokpo either — he was born in North Korea like her, but his parents had fed him on 

stories of this place, and the family he still had there. 

In her dreams, she was the lady of the house. She wore clothes she’d never worn, silk hanboks. She worked 

with his aunt at preparing meals she’d never cooked before, her hands moving as if they knew how. She 

walked to the shore through a garden that extended all the way to the sea. When the dreams ended, as she 

woke, she knew something deeply. She didn’t want that life. 

IT WAS EASY enough to find a place to stay once she could no longer stay at the hotel. The city was over 

half-empty within days of the fall of the wall. A ghost city. She found herself doing what he had told her he’d 

done: watching doorways of buildings near the restaurant for signs of activity. Following someone into the 

building. Picking the lock on the inside door. 

She befriended some anarchists who taught her to forage among the abandoned homes. Squats abounded. 

Many people had left as if they were coming back. In the apartments she found first, she discovered food still 

fresh in the icebox, ice too. Beer, wine, clothes. Sometimes only their personal papers were gone. Sometimes 

the papers were still there. They’d abandoned their gardens also, so she took what she wanted when she had 

the chance. 

She missed her missing lover in her body, the ways they fit into each other. She missed his little surprises and 

caught herself looking for these to return, a sign he was back. She checked the flowers on the tables of the 

restaurants for messages, hoped to find a box of his cigarettes in her handbag. 

ADVERTISEMENT 

Continue reading the main story 

This was their first missed assignation, the first time he had never appeared when he said he would, where he 

said he would. It helped, at least, that the rest of the country also fell apart. Her inner and outer world finally 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/09/t-magazine/leipzig-germany-travel-story.html?auth=-google1tap#after-story-ad-7
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resembled each other. 

 

A red curtain at the Hotel Royal International.Credit...Nick Ballón 
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She imagined him dead, many times and many ways. Dead at the hands of the ambassador, he having 

discovered the defilement of the apartment. Or even dead at the ambassador’s hands in those same cuffs — 

had he worn them for him also? Did he go back to East Berlin to leave with him instead? Sometimes she 

believed he was in jail. Or that he’d been recaptured, taken back to North Korea. Did he lie about how he 

found those apartments — were they the apartments of his other lovers? 

Or she imagined him in the Mokpo estate from her dreams, patting his children on their heads, his wife 

wearing those silk hanboks instead, making their food with his aunt as she had. The life that had felt to her 

like a long, brightly lit tomb. The truth was, when he vanished, it seemed like he might be anywhere in the 

whole world, and so if he wasn’t with her, it didn’t matter where he really was. 

Her next life grew up around her there. Her boss paid her in cash and gave her a shift meal also. He never 

seemed curious as to why his waitress had the language skills of a diplomat. He had not asked her for papers 

when he hired her. He admired her German and her Russian, and would speak to her in either language. She 

knew at some point he would proposition her. 

When he finally invited her to join him in bed, she set terms with him. He accepted. They had an enjoyable 

affair of several years. Her son was his son. When he developed cancer — he had been an athlete, trained for 

the Olympics in discus and shot put, and the drugs the East German coaches gave him doomed him — he left 

her the restaurant and the apartment upstairs. She paid no rent — she owned the building. 

“WHY HAVE YOU come,” she asked this ghost. “Why would you come now? To apologize? No point in 

that. To see I’m alive? How could that matter to you now?” 

ADVERTISEMENT 

Continue reading the main story 

She paused, rolling her glass in between her palms, slowly, a half turn, a half turn back. 

“What good is your ghost to me? I shaved my head for you,” she said. 

The anarchists had helped her. And then she kept shaving it, for years. She liked it. 

“I came to tell you a story,” he said. 

She looked up at her clock. It was 8:30. The restaurant closed at 10 p.m. Her son took an hour to close up the 

restaurant, sometimes longer. 

“You have some time,” she said. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/09/t-magazine/leipzig-germany-travel-story.html?auth=-google1tap#after-story-ad-8
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“I know,” he said. And she knew he had watched her, as he once used to. 

 

An architectural detail of a G.D.R.-era building.Credit...Nick Ballón 

THE STORY HE told her was that of a young spy, skilled at his job, brought to East Germany from North 

Korea to train with the Stasi. He quickly determined he wasn’t being shown everything, especially when it 
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came to how the Stasi dealt with the North Korean embassy. He had expected this. He learned their methods 

for disguises, their secret cameras and microphones, the swabs they ran over chairs after the occupants left, 

scents captured in containers for dogs to use later. He would use this training to escape them. 

He had come to East Germany to defect, finally, from North Korea. He had prepared for his wife and children 

to escape also. He had prepared for everything except meeting her. When the wall fell, he knew how to vanish 

to the North Koreans. He knew how to vanish to the East Germans. He didn’t know how to vanish from her. 

He had even gone to the train station to meet her, watching her for a day before deciding to continue alone 

with his plan. 

 “Why tell me this?” she said. 

He paused, nodding. 

“Do you want to hear that I loved you?” she said. “I did. Do you think I pined for you? I suppose I did. I 

thought you were dead already, though I had guessed you might still be alive. Do you want me to tell you how 

grateful I am that you gave up on us? To say I had the better life without you? I did. There, I’ve said it.” 

She stopped moving her glass and drained it. And when she put it down, she laughed. 

He seemed afraid of her, and the idea that she could scare the ghost made her laugh again. 

“I would never have gone to Mokpo, or I would never have stayed,” she said. 

He waited, and when she said nothing more, he finished his story. He found his way back to South Korea, 

sought and received defector status, was reunited with his ancestral lands, his wife and children. Five years 

ago, he brought them to Germany, to show them this country. 

He took his wife and children on the tourist excursions — the art museum, the Völkerschlachtdenkmal, the 

Stasi museum. As he went by the train station, he saw her through the window of her restaurant. He watched 

her as she greeted some guests and waited for her to look into the street and see him, but she did not. 

The glass in her hand shot through the air, through him. Smashing on the wall behind him. 

“I wanted to say goodbye. I knew we had no future,” he said. “I just wanted to say goodbye. I loved you. We 

had no future together.” 

He stood then and with the glamour of the dead, they were on the balcony in East Berlin again, that first night, 

the smoke on her lips as he kissed her. They were in the ambassador’s apartment, him underneath her, his 

eyes tied shut. They were everywhere they had ever been, and then he was gone, and she stood in her 

apartment, her eyes wet with sorrow and rage but also the peculiar joy of knowing she was right. She bent 

over, alone at last, to pick the shards of glass up from the floor.                               

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/09/t-magazine/leipzig-germany-travel-story.html?auth=-google1tap 
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A Dangerous Cargo 

by Walter McRoberts 

 

A Dangerous Cargo is an seafaring adventure story published in McRoberts' collection, Rounding Cape 

Horn and Other Sea Stories (1895). 

 

 

The south-east trades of the Pacific usually carry the north bound vessel well across the Line. But they had 

been failing gradually for some days; and now the long, low steel hull of the British ship Lochleven had 

almost ceased to move, although she was yet a good two degrees south of the equator. It was very provoking; 

the more so that she had made very fast time thus far, and Captain Stafford had entertained hopes of making 

an unusually quick passage. But these hopes were slowly vanishing. 

The remarkable feature of a calm in the equatorial latitudes of the Pacific is the interesting appearance of the 

water, which literally teems with various forms p. 212of animal life. It is clear and limpid as crystal, and, 

viewed from the Lochleven’s deck, an endless procession of strange creatures slowly floated by with the 

current. Two shapeless blotches of film appeared, whose only sign of life was a great red eye at one end. They 

seemed to have less than the consistency of jelly, and represented one of the lowest forms of animal life. Next 

was a curious jointed creature of a deep orange tint, coiled up like a snake. Then a fragile nautilus was borne 

along, with the delicate pink shell projecting above the surface like a sail,—“Portuguese man-of-war” seamen 

https://americanliterature.com/author/walter-mcroberts
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call it,—while a bunch of long tentacles hung down beneath. Just over the stern were two active little fish the 

size of a brook trout, whose bodies were blue, with wide brown stripes. The pair swam side by side, 

occasionally darting away capriciously, only to return in a moment. How harmless and innocent they looked! 

And yet their presence was a certain indication that a shark lurked beneath the ship. One or two of these pilot-

fish always accompany a shark to find his prey and lead him to it, for their ugly protector is lazy and 

nearsighted, and would fare badly without them. Close to the ship’s side a magnificent dolphin floated 

motionless in the translucent water; the beauty of his steel-blue and pale lemon tints being enhanced by the 

clear element until the splendid creature seemed too glorious to be real. So quiet was the ocean, so still the 

fish, that one might easily imagine it only the image of a dolphin reflected in a vast mirror. 

Several hundred miles to the eastward of where the Lochleven lay becalmed were the Galapagos Islands, 

where thousands of turtles assemble, lay their eggs in the sand, and then float away with the current; sleeping 

on the water most of the time. A dozen were now in view at various distances from the ship, besides a big one 

that had just been captured, and was crawling awkwardly about the deck. Its great discolored shell, dead-

looking eyes, and beak massive enough to sever a man’s wrist, gave little indication of the rich steaks and 

agreeable soup into which the cook promised to convert it on the morrow. 

Howard, the captain’s seven year old son, considered the turtle a new kind of steed, and bestrode its broad 

back in great glee. The bare-footed youngster was brown as a berry, and carried a toy sailor which had been 

christened Lord Nelson. p. 214The fact that his lordship was minus an arm only increased the affection with 

which he had been regarded for two years past, when he supplanted a golden haired doll, which Howard soon 

after consigned to a watery grave. 
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Captain Stafford had been standing by the main hatch, watching the turtle, and seeing to it that his reckless 

son did not get a finger bitten off, when he became sensible of a faint, almost imperceptible odor. It was so 

vague as to be almost intangible—probably not half a dozen on board would have noticed it even had they 

stood where the captain did then. At first he tried to think it might be only imagination, and this view of the 

matter was strengthened when he walked to another part of the deck not far off and detected no odor 

whatever. He returned to his former position and sniffed the air as a hound does when scenting danger. Again 

that slight smell of gas. 

Captain Stafford knew what sort of a cargo was stowed under his feet, and from that moment he thought no 

more of the turtle. Walking to the carpenter-shop, he beckoned to its occupant. “Carpenter, get the main hatch 

off at once.” 

Cardiff coal is extraordinarily liable to p. 215spontaneous combustion, and not a few of the many ships that 

carry it from Cardiff and Swansea all over the world catch fire. Often the danger is discovered in time to be 

checked, but one of the peculiarities of this cargo is, that it may burn for days and even weeks in the center of 

the mass without giving the least sign, only to break forth at last in uncontrollable fury. The Lochleven carried 

4,000 tons of this commodity, consigned to San Francisco. 

The carpenter brought out his tools and began removing the hatch-cover, while such of the crew as were aloft 

“tarring down” the rigging wondered what this unusual proceeding meant. The moment the aperture was laid 

open the nostrils of those who looked down were saluted by a smell like that of a sulphur match that has been 

lighted and then immediately extinguished. It was not overpowering, and the captain was the first man to 

descend the ladder. The carpenter followed with an iron testing-rod, and then the mate, with several of his 

watch. The latter were equipped with spades. Placing his hand upon the coal, the captain found it slightly 

warm on the surface, and the crew commenced digging according to his directions. Then the carpenter 

inserted the p. 216testing-rod, which was withdrawn presently, and showed that no fire existed thereabout, 

although the coals were badly heated. 

“Now, carpenter, take off the other hatches, and use the tester in the other parts of the ship. And you, Mr. 

Maitland, get the rest of your watch down from aloft. Let them bring below every spade on board, and dig 

trenches wherever the coal is heated.” 

The captain’s lungs were not strong and he was seized with a fit of coughing, brought on by inhaling gas. This 

compelled him to go on deck for a time, and he saw Mrs. Stafford approaching. 

“What is wrong, Edward, and why are the hatches being opened? You look troubled.” 

“Nothing serious, I hope. The cargo is badly heated, but we find no fire as yet.” 

Mrs. Stafford glanced at her husband interrogatively, as if to divine whether he concealed anything. She was a 

woman of commanding presence, and though hardly thirty-five, her abundant hair was perfectly white. 

“There is no smoke,” she said, looking down into the hold. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

135 

p. 217Even as she spoke the carpenter removed the third hatch, and instantly a thin, yellowish vapor ascended 

into the air. “That’s a bad sign,” said McKenzie, the third mate, aside to the carpenter, who was preparing to 

descend. But he drew back, holding his nose, and before it was possible to go down a wet sponge had to be 

bound over his mouth and nostrils. Those who accompanied him took the same precaution. 

It was nearly noon, and time to take sights. Still no wind, and the rudder-chains creaked and rattled as though 

to remind everyone that a calm prevailed. 

While Captain Stafford waited for the sun to reach the zenith, the carpenter approached, with a serious face. 

“There looks to be a fire, sir, in hatch No. 3. The further down the men dig the hotter the coal gets, and the 

smoke is so much thicker we can hardly keep at work. All hands are digging trenches, but I’m afraid, sir, that 

opening the hatches is making it worse.” 

“Begin now and pump water into the trenches. We will see what effect that has. I shall be there as soon as 

possible.” 

He hardly dared to think what would become of the ship in case it should prove p. 218impossible to subdue 

the fire. She was a fine new vessel, having been built on the Clyde only two years before. Should a fair wind 

spring up and the fire continue to burn inwardly, there might be some hope of making Callao or Panama, and 

thus saving the ship; but here they were in a dead calm, at a place where a steady wind of any sort was 

practically out of the question. 

All the afternoon water was pumped into the hold, being led over the coal by means of the trenches, and when 

pumping ceased early in the evening it appeared to have done much good. The coal in the main hatch was 

cooled off, and the smoke had disappeared from the one next to it. But the morning would prove whether the 

fire was to be subdued or not, and the crew were ordered to bring up their mattresses and sleep on deck. Then 

all the hatches were tightly battened down in order to exclude air from the hold, and supper was served two 

hours later than usual. But no one in the cabin except Howard was able to do justice to the turtle-steak, the 

others hardly knowing what was before them. Anxiety and suspense destroy appetite, and not until morning 

arrived would it be known whether or not the fire had p. 219the ship at its mercy. If the coal was merely 

heated and not actually burning, the water pumped on it would probably suffice to avert combustion. The fact 

of the vapor having vanished was of little importance—the exterior of a volcano may be treacherously fair 

and peaceful at the very moment the interior is a mass of molten fire. 

Howard turned in at the usual time. He vaguely understood that something was wrong, and wondered why all 

were so grave. But the boy saw neither fire nor smoke, and his childish mind had not yet grasped the peril 

which threatened the ship. Clad in his white nightgown, he knelt at his mother’s knee; and, burying his face in 

her lap, said the evening prayer she had taught. He repeated the words more slowly than usual, and after 

reaching “Amen” continued earnestly, “God, don’t let us be burned up, and please let us catch another turtle 

to-morrow.” Then he ran into his little room next to that of his parents, and bounded into bed in a way that 

made the slats rattle. 

Ten minutes later, when Mrs. Stafford stole in on tip-toe, the child was sleeping peacefully; the bed-clothes 

were all kicked off, and the cherished figure of Lord p. 220Nelson—without which he never went to sleep—
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had just fallen from one little hand. There he lay in the sweet forgetfulness of childhood, while his mother 

stood beside him thinking of the many nights he had slept in that little bed; in storm and calm, in heat and 

cold, in the Atlantic, in the Pacific, in the Indian Ocean. How many more nights would he sleep there? She 

softly imprinted a kiss on the tanned forehead, and left the room with moist eyes. Ascending to the quarter-

deck, she lay down in a hammock underneath the awning. 

Captain Stafford and William Wells, the second mate, were standing by the rail discussing the chances of 

saving the ship, and speaking of other vessels that had caught fire under similar conditions. One, a large 

British ship, called the Kenilworth, had been abandoned after being burned entirely out inside. She was 

afterwards picked up, towed into San Francisco, and sold at auction. An American firm was the purchaser; 

she was rebuilt, and is sailing the seas to-day under the stars and stripes. Another, less fortunate, was entirely 

consumed in the South Pacific, her officers and crew escaping to the island of Juan Fernandez. 

p. 221The two men thought Mrs. Stafford was asleep, but she heard every word, and the relation of these 

disasters depressed her spirits exceedingly. She struggled with this feeling, for she was not a woman to 

despair easily, and at length succeeded in forgetting everything in a deep, dreamless sleep. 

Dawn put an end to suspense. Through two of the closed hatches a thin cloud of smoke was filtering, proof 

conclusive that fire had been slowly consuming the cargo for days and days past. Now it was eating its way to 

the surface The hatches were opened, but dense clouds of hot, suffocating yellow smoke belched forth, 

driving all back. It was overpowering, and they were covered up again as fast as possible. It was useless to 

pump more water into the hold, for the removal of the hatches, by creating a draft, would simply fan the fire. 

Nothing but a miracle could now save the ship. 

Orders were given for the crew to bring all the stores and provisions up from below,—all their bedding, sea-

chests, and whatever else there was in the fore peak. The smell of gas down there was intolerable, and 

besides, it was necessary to keep every hatch closed in order to smother the p. 222fire as much as possible. 

When everything had been brought up, the cover was put on and secured, and the seams caulked with oakum. 

One of the apprentices did not realize until it was too late, that the crew must live entirely on deck from that 

time forth; evidently supposing it would be possible to go below again after an interval. When he discovered 

his mistake the boy asked to be allowed to fetch his sea-chest, but the hatch was secured permanently, and his 

request had to be refused. He was the only son of a widowed mother, who had fitted him out finely on this, his 

first voyage, and tears filled his eyes when he thought of all the things she had made for him with so much 

care. 

The calm continued—there was no sign of the longed for wind. Several men were kept aloft all day to scan 

the horizon for a sail, even the captain ascending the rigging; but not a solitary object was in sight. 

The endless procession of yesterday floated by with horrible monotony. The red-eyed blotches of film, the 

jelly-fish, the orange-colored snakes, the large turtles asleep on the water or paddling slowly about,—it was 

precisely the same. The p. 223previous day the water and its strange inhabitants had possessed a fascinating 

interest to many of those on the ship; now this same scene of tranquil beauty had become an aggravation. As 

Mrs. Stafford’s anxious eyes fell on these curious sluggish creatures contentedly floating with the current, she 

wondered absently whether they derived any pleasure from such a passive and aimless existence. The two 
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pilot-fish still swam by the counter; the invisible shark still lurked beneath the ship; the dolphin alone, was 

gone. 

It was the Sabbath,—usually a day of perfect rest on the Lochleven, for Captain Stafford was a man of strong 

religious convictions. Every soul on board, from Mrs. Stafford and Howard down to the apprentices, was 

required to be present at the Sunday morning services. In pleasant weather these exercises were conducted on 

the main deck, where all hands were accustomed to assemble at six bells (11 o’clock), but to-day was an 

exception, for the crew was hard at work. 

Every deep-water ship, before she reaches port after a long voyage, is thoroughly cleaned and painted from 

stern to stern. This is a job requiring at least a couple of weeks. The Lochleven had p. 224expected to reach 

San Francisco within a month, and ship-cleaning was nearly completed at the time the fire was discovered. 

The iron yards and lower masts were freshly painted, the wooden top-masts and top-gallant masts had been 

scraped, sand-papered and oiled, the rigging tarred down, the life-boats and deck-houses cleaned and painted, 

and the decks holystoned and oiled up to the top notch. 

Now each man in the crew was working as only desperate men can, to heave overboard every inflammable 

article about the ship. Buckets of tar and paint; cans of benzine and linseed oil; spare spars and planks; empty 

barrels; old sails; oakum and sennit;—all covered the placid surface of the ocean. 

Howard was very silent all the morning. He knew now something very serious had happened, and his surprise 

was great at sight of so many useful articles being made way with. More than once had he been punished for 

thus disposing of belaying pins, brooms, swabs and marline-spikes. He trotted around near the mate, who was 

an especial favorite of his, and followed the example of the others by throwing into the sea such light articles 

as were suited to his strength. But when p. 225six bells struck and the work still continued, he ran to find his 

father. Never before could he remember a Sabbath when services were not in progress at that hour. 

“I thought this was Sunday, papa?” 

“So it is, Howard.” 

“Then why don’t we have church? Have you preached all the sermons you know?” 

“It is not that, my boy.” 

“And shan’t we have duff for dessert, either?” 

“I suppose we shall; we usually do on Sunday and Wednesday. The reason services are not held to-day is 

because there is much work that cannot be delayed. The Lord helps those who help themselves, and instead of 

stopping to pray for deliverance we must first do everything in our power to lessen the danger.” 

The boy thought a moment, and then ran off to inform his mother. “Mama won’t believe it; she’ll think I’m 

fooling her!” he called out to his father. 
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During the afternoon the boats were watered and provisioned, and made ready for launching, though Captain 

Stafford was determined not to abandon the ship until the last extremity. It is appalling p. 226to think of 

leaving a large vessel in mid-ocean for a few frail cockle-shells, and the master of the Lochleven entertained a 

desperate hope that some sort of a breeze might soon spring up that would at least carry the doomed ship 

nearer the Galapagos Islands,—the only land within a radius of a thousand miles of the spot where the vessel 

lay. A few white wind clouds could be seen on the south-western horizon, but they rose very slowly. 

The fire was evidently gaining very rapidly, for when Mrs. Stafford went below towards evening she noticed 

a strong sulphurous smell pervading the cabin and sleeping rooms. The captain had not reckoned on this so 

soon, and took the precaution to bring his sextant, chronometers, the ship’s papers and some of the charts on 

deck, where all hands made arrangements to pass the night; the crew being in the extreme forward part of the 

long vessel, the officers amidships, and the captain’s family on the quarter-deck. This in itself was no especial 

hardship, for the weather was warm, though not excessively so. 

Magnificent beyond all description was the sunset. The sky reflected every possible tint—indigo, light blue, 

pink, p. 227magenta, light and dark green, yellow, orange, gray and other hues—all blended and shaded so 

harmoniously that it was impossible to tell where one began and another left off. In the midst of the indigo 

blue hung the moon, a crescent of burnished silver. 

As midnight approached, great banks of purple clouds massed themselves in the heavens, while forked and 

sheet lightning shot across the lurid sky. A dozen hands were aloft furling the skysails and royals. 

“Only a squall, Mary,” Captain Stafford said, in answer to his wife’s question, “but there is wind behind it, 

though perhaps not much.” 

In the early morning hours the first great drops pattered heavily on the awning, and a puff of wind was 

perceptible soon after. Mr. Wells had the deck, and the men joyfully sprang to the braces to trim the yards in 

accordance with his orders. By the time this was accomplished the tropical rain descended in perfect 

torrents,—blinding sheets,—and the ship was well heeled over, running before a heavy squall with nearly 

squared yards. The rain hissed into the foaming ocean, the lightning flashed, and for four hours the Lochleven 

seemed literally to fly, as if p. 228trying to escape the demon of destruction within. The awning was new and 

shed the torrents of water well, though the heaviness of the deluge threatened to split it. 

The squall passed over slowly, having helped the ship along nearly fifty miles towards the islands. Then the 

rain ceased and the wind nearly so, leaving only a two-knot zephyr. Even this was better than a calm, but soon 

after sunrise it increased to a steady breeze which held all that day. 

The captain and Mrs. Stafford undertook to go below and bring up some of their clothes and other 

possessions, but were rendered nearly insensible before they had crossed the cabin. Up through the floor came 

volumes of poisonous gas, rendering the atmosphere so stifling that both hastened back and stumbled up the 

companion-way to the purer air. The books, trinkets and souvenirs that Mrs. Stafford had picked up all over 

the world,—many of which were rendered dear by their associations, rather than by their intrinsic value,—all 

these things she prized so highly were utterly lost. The captain had private charts belonging to himself p. 

229that could scarcely be replaced. It was impossible to get at them. 
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All the scuppers were plugged up and water pumped on the main deck until it fairly swam, There was nothing 

else to be done but to scan the horizon and hope that the crisis might not come until the wind had carried them 

nearer the islands, which were yet a good three hundred miles to the eastward. 

Another squall from the southwest towards evening increased their speed, though everyone was in constant 

fear lest the wind should fail entirely when it passed over. Captain Stafford resolved to take to the boats the 

moment it fell calm, for it was already perilous to remain on the ship. They were literally living over a 

volcano, and nothing but the desire to get as near land as possible induced him to stick to the vessel so long. 

Occasional heavy puffs of smoke and sparks came from two of the hatches towards morning, and all hands 

were on the qui vive, momentarily expecting the order to get the boats over. The wind grew lighter, and as it 

failed the poisonous vapors nearly choked those on board. 

The man at the wheel struck eight bells—it was 4 A.M. Never again would p. 230those spokes be clasped by 

human hands, or that bell be heard to ring. From away forward floated the answering sound of the bell on the 

foremast. 

Then came the order “Abandon ship!” 

The ocean was calm, and three of the boats were launched without difficulty; Captain Stafford, Mr. Maitland 

and Mr. Wells each taking charge of one. There was no time to take a last look, no time for anything but to 

hurry away from the ship, before the accumulation of gas in the hold should burst the decks open or blow the 

hatches off. 

The Lochleven’s sails were flapping softly in obedience to the gentle swell. Her four tall masts with their 

great spread of canvas, and imposing three hundred feet of dark hull, lent a deceptive appearance of security 

and majestic strength. She had not been deserted any too soon, for just as the stars were fading in the east 

before the swift tropical dawn, the expected rending of her decks took place. Clouds of smoke and sheets of 

flame leaped up, the canvas and rigging caught, and in an incredibly short space of time, the great vessel was 

blazing fiercely. 

The blowing up of the decks released the imprisoned flames, which roared and crackled; writhing up the 

ropes and shrouds to the very mast heads, as though eager for more material to devour. 

Those in the boats watched the awful spectacle with fascinated eyes. The heat became unbearable, burning 

brands fell into the ocean, and a little breeze springing up, they took advantage of it to get under way. Fanned 

by the rising wind, that four thousand tons of burning coal lighted up the ocean for miles and miles around, 

while the boats seemed to be floating on a sea of blood. To their awe-struck occupants, it seemed that the 

great beacon must be visible from the Galapagos Islands,—the haven which they were destined to reach three 

days later. 

Suddenly a cry came from Howard. In the hurry and excitement of departure, Lord Nelson had been left 

behind! He begged his father to put back—implored his mother, with choking sobs, to let him save his 

cherished companion. They tried to comfort him, but in vain. In speechless grief the boy held out his arms 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 550 february 2020 

 

140 

towards the burning ship, gradually melting into the horizon line; and if Howard Stafford lives to be four 

score, he will never shed more bitter or scalding tears than fell from his eyes at that moment. 

 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/walter-mcroberts/short-story/a-dangerous-cargo  
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How Much 
by Victoria Chang 

Issue no. 180 (Spring 2007) 

A boy drowns in a lake. Another opens 

his head against a steering wheel. Another 

goes downtown. Into a boardroom. Into 

leveraged buyouts. Into Italian shoes. 

Into spearheading something. Hi, you’ve reached  

Victoria Chang. I’m not at my desk right now.   

Please leave a message at the beep. Never mind  

the kickbacks, passing the sound barrier in 

the Concorde, its needle-nosed body. How much  

mahogany we all had. Cheese stabbed with  

sticks our teeth tugged on. How many drivers  

in black cars we said Happy Valentine’s Day to. 

                        * 

Each morning, I put on those shoes, legs,  

nylons, sex, black briefs with texts. Each 

dusk, there were martinis, drinks that said 

Cocktail! No choice. Of course, starters, soup  

& salad, main meal, dessert, coffee. Always  

in that order. Business models. Pigeons on  

ledges I watched. Dimmed rooms with white  

screens, a man with a pointer. No one stops  

him. Someone make him stop. My watch gets  

tired from looking up at me. The next table is  

once again pioneering something. I can shake  

a hundred hands in an hour. Watch me. 

                        * 

Thirteen dollars a share. The man on the phone line  

has a rope in his throat. The closing price is  

rouged. We can believe in God again. The banks  

are full. The streets are hungover. The man on  

my left is rich. The man on my right is a month  

from dead. The Champagne ditches its bottle.   

The London air free-falls in the hotel room.   

There are plates of carved fruit. New York is  

cheering through the phone. Heaven must 

be this way. Tomorrow, Germany. Then Paris.   

Hello. Goodbye. Where’s the bathroom? I don’t  

understand. I am lost. How much? 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=fa03c04cda&e=d538c8f2e0
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                        * 

A man carrying a tray of sandwiches.   

A woman on a cell phone. The doorman  

on California Street. The cable-car driver.   

No one knows how beautiful the check  

looks in my wallet. $94 million. Tomorrow,  

$106 million. From: IV Drip. To: Bob  

Dahl. From: Ivy hiccupping up a wall.   

To: John Hedge. Everyone is drunk today.   

Everyone is preparing for sex today. Little  

turquoise boxes with white ribbon are hand- 

delivered around town today. The smell of  

beef is powerful. The cemeteries are still full. 

                        * 

Tired of the stitched ball, line of breeze.   

Tired of the corporate seats. The Samsung.   

The Solectron. The Synopsys. The Pitch.  

Positioning. Presentations. Tired of summer  

that can’t stop its inverting. Of the cartoon ball  

under the cartoon hats that keep moving.   

One, two, three, the crowd shouts. Someday  

the big screen will dangle in rust. The headless  

field will become untethered. Someday  

the rain will withdraw from the sleeping dog.   

Somewhere in a kitchen, a mother will watch  

the last piece of beef fall off a bone. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “The Money” by John Freeman, published in issue no. 221, Summer 2017? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=fa03c04cda&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=d2bac47376&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=fa03c04cda&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=fa03c04cda&e=d538c8f2e0
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Arecibo Observatory’s 305-meter telescope suffers collapse 

 
 

Damage sustained at the Arecibo Observatory 305-meter telescope. 

 Credit and Larger Version 

 

December 1, 2020 

The instrument platform of the 305-meter telescope at Arecibo Observatory in Puerto Rico fell at 

approximately 7:55 a.m. Atlantic Standard Time Dec. 1, resulting in damage to the dish and surrounding 

facilities. 

No injuries were reported as a result of the collapse. The U.S. National Science Foundation ordered the area 

around the telescope to be cleared of unauthorized personnel since the failure of a cable Nov. 6. Local 

authorities will keep the area cordoned off as engineers work to assess the stability of the observatory’s other 

structures. 

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_images.jsp?cntn_id=301737&org=NSF
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Top priorities are maintaining safety at the site, conducting a complete damage assessment as quickly as 

possible, and taking action to contain and mitigate any environmental damage caused by the structure or its 

materials. While the telescope was a key part of the facility, the observatory has other scientific and 

educational infrastructure that NSF will work with stakeholders to bring back online. 

“We are saddened by this situation but thankful that no one was hurt,” said NSF Director Sethuraman 

Panchanathan. “When engineers advised NSF that the structure was unstable and presented a danger to work 

teams and Arecibo staff, we took their warnings seriously and continued to emphasize the importance of 

safety for everyone involved. Our focus is now on assessing the damage, finding ways to restore operations at 

other parts of the observatory, and working to continue supporting the scientific community, and the people of 

Puerto Rico.” 

The investigation into the platform’s fall is ongoing. Initial findings indicate that the top section of all three of 

the 305-meter telescope’s support towers broke off. As the 900-ton instrument platform fell, the telescope’s 

support cables also dropped. 

Preliminary assessments indicate the observatory’s learning center sustained significant damage from falling 

cables. 

Engineers arrived on-site today. Working with the University of Central Florida, which manages the 

observatory, NSF expects to have environmental assessment workers on-site as early as tomorrow. Workers at 

the observatory will take appropriate safety precautions as a full assessment of the site’s safety is underway. 

“We knew this was a possibility, but it is still heartbreaking to see,” says Elizabeth Klonoff, UCF’s vice 

president for research. “Safety of personnel is our number one priority. We already have engineers on site to 

help assess the damage and determine the stability and safety of the remaining structure. We will continue to 

work with the NSF and other stakeholders to find ways to support the science mission at Arecibo.” 

NSF intends to continue to authorize UCF to pay Arecibo staff and take actions to continue research work at 

the observatory, such as repairing the 12-meter telescope used for radio astronomy research and the roof of 

the LIDAR facility, a valuable geospace research tool. These repairs were funded through supplemental 

congressional appropriations aimed at addressing damage from Hurricane Maria. 

Once safety on site is established, other work at the observatory will be carried out as conditions permit. 

NSF will continue to release details as they are confirmed. Additional information, including engineers’ 

assessments of the structure, can be found in NSF’s Nov. 19 news release. 

Background 

Although the platform’s fall was unplanned, NSF, UCF and other stakeholders, including engineering firms 

contracted by UCF, had been monitoring developments at the 305-meter telescope that indicated an increased 

risk of a collapse. 

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=301674
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In August, one of the 305-meter telescope’s cables unexpectedly detached. The remaining cables were 

expected to bear the load without issue as engineers worked on plans to address the damage. However, a 

second cable broke Nov. 6. Engineers subsequently found the second snapped at about 60% of what should 

have been its minimum breaking strength, indicating that other cables may be weaker than expected, and 

advised that the structure could not be safely repaired. 

Both cables were attached to the same support tower. If the tower lost another cable, the engineer of record 

noted, an unexpected collapse would be the likely result. Since NSF’s Nov. 19 announcement that it would 

plan for decommissioning of the 305-meter telescope,  surveillance drones found additional exterior wire 

breaks on two cables attached to the same tower. One showed between 11-14 broken exterior wires as of Nov. 

30 while another showed about eight. Each cable is made up of approximately 160 wires. 

-NSF- 

 

Media Contacts 

Media Affairs, NSF, (703) 292-7090, email:media@nsf.gov 

 

The U.S. National Science Foundation propels the nation forward by advancing fundamental research in all 

fields of science and engineering. NSF supports research and people by providing facilities, instruments and 

funding to support their ingenuity and sustain the U.S. as a global leader in research and innovation. With a 

fiscal year 2021 budget of $8.5 billion, NSF funds reach all 50 states through grants to nearly 2,000 colleges, 

universities and institutions. Each year, NSF receives more than 40,000 competitive proposals and makes 

about 11,000 new awards. Those awards include support for cooperative research with industry, Arctic and 

Antarctic research and operations, and U.S. participation in international scientific efforts. 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=301737&WT.mc_id=USNSF_51&WT.mc_ev=click 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=301674
https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=301674
mailto:media@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=301737&WT.mc_id=USNSF_51&WT.mc_ev=click
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Fires shaped Mount Kilimanjaro’s unique environment. Now they threaten it 

ECOLOGY • PLANT BIOLOGY 

ByInvited Researcher November 30, 2020 1 comment 

Author: Andreas Hemp is a Research Associate Plant Systematics at Bayreuth University 

Fires on Kilimanjaro, October 2020. 

Thomas Becker/picture alliance via Getty Images 

In October, firefighters in Tanzania had to tackle a number of fires on Mount Kilimanjaro, Africa’s tallest 

mountain and the largest free-standing mountain in the world. The mountain and surrounding forests fall into 

Kilimanjaro National Park, named a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1987. 

Is this the first time there has been a fire of this magnitude? If there have been fires like this before, what 

damage was done to the mountain’s vegetation and how long did it take it to recover? 

Fires are quite common in the higher areas of Kilimanjaro at the end of the dry seasons, around February to 

March and September to October. Fire can transform land cover, but it also maintains it. Studies that I’ve 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/ecology/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/plant-biology/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#comments
https://allafrica.com/stories/202010170125.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277379112000637
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done with colleagues (using pollen records buried in the soil that go back 50,000 years) showed that fires 

always played a role in shaping the vegetation belts on the mountain. 

For instance, certain species, such as the giant groundsels (Dendrosenecio) became fire-adapted. Also, 

without fires opening up the forests many light demanding species, such as the famous giant lobelias, would 

not be able to grow. 

There have, however, been several severe fires on Kilimanjaro over the last few decades that have 

dramatically changed land cover. 

Fires in 1996 and 1997 – years with unusually dry seasons – destroyed vast areas of old cloud forest. These 

are characteristically moist forests in high altitude areas which create unique environments. The forest was 

replaced by bush. Vegetation has started to recover and shrubs have sprouted, but it’s far from being a forest, 

which would take at least 100 years to grow without fire. Since these old forests have an important function of 

fog water collection, the loss of these forests means a serious impact on the water balance of the mountain, 

much larger than the impact of the melting glaciers, which is ecologically negligible. 

The impact of these former fires was much bigger than that of the recent one, which “only” affected bush land 

and not forest. 

What type of vegetation exists on Mt Kilimanjaro and how unique is it? 

Due to its enormous height, Kilimanjaro has several distinct vegetation belts. 

It is surrounded on the foothills by cultivation with a unique mix of agriculture, savanna and forest. This 

harbours very rich biodiversity as well as the tallest trees on the continent. 

Higher up the mountain – between about 1,800 and 3,000 metres – a montane forest belt encircles the whole 

mountain. This is one of the largest forest blocks in East Africa. 

Even higher up, between 3,000 and 4,000 metres, there’s a heathland belt typical of the high mountains in 

East Africa. This vegetation consists of Erica, Protea, Stoebe and many other shrub species, many of them 

are endemic, occurring only on one or several mountains. 

Erica shrubs burn very easily, which makes this vegetation belt particularly flammable. During wet periods 

without fire, the former forest can re-establish and expand to the tree line at 4000m. During dry periods, with 

recurring fires (natural and or caused by people), the forest belt shrinks and the ericaceous belt expands. 

What challenges does the mountain’s natural environment face and have there been any noticeable changes 

over the years? 

Over the last 150 years, the regional climate has become drier. This has caused the mountain’s glaciers to 

shrink by almost 90% of their former extent. The drier climate is also the reason for an increase in the 

frequency and intensity of wild fires in the upper areas of Kilimanjaro, affecting the forests. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277379112000637
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9780429125218/chapters/10.1201/9781420002874-4
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2005.00968.x
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/290014166_Erica_excelsa_as_a_fire-tolerating_component_of_Mt_Kilimanjaro%27s_forests
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2005.00968.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2028.2006.00679.x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10531-004-8230-8
https://www.springerprofessional.de/en/africa-s-highest-mountain-harbours-africa-s-tallest-trees/10888232
https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/9563
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1095-8312.1969.tb01816.x
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/290014166_Erica_excelsa_as_a_fire-tolerating_component_of_Mt_Kilimanjaro%27s_forests
https://rmets.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/joc.1008
https://www.nature.com/articles/nclimate1390
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2005.00968.x
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Most of these fires are lit by people (such as honey collectors smoking out bees), but these fires would not 

have been so devastating if the climate was wetter. 

There’s an interplay between direct anthropogenic (caused by people) and climatic impacts. 

Since 1911 the human population on Kilimanjaro has increased from 100,000 to over 1.2 million. This 

has resulted in an enormous loss of natural vegetation. Kilimanjaro is becoming an ecological island, isolated 

and surrounded by agriculture. Over this period it has lost 50% of its forest cover. In the lower areas this is 

mainly due to logging and clearing. In the upper areas it’s due to fires. 

In combination with global climate change, this forest destruction results in a decrease of moisture in the 

region. This will also affect agriculture in the region because it’s partly irrigated. 

Who is responsible for protecting the mountain and how well protected is it? 

In 2005, the forest belt was incorporated into the mountain’s existing national park area. This means that it 

falls under the responsibility of the Tanzania and Kilimanjaro National Park authorities. The forest belt is 

much better protected than it was before, as a forest reserve. 

The banning of camp fires on the tourist routes by the national park authorities helped to reduce the fire risk. 

But it’s not possible to exclude the risk in this large heathland belt totally. Perhaps the acquisition of larger 

fire-fighting airplanes could help. Fires are usually fought by hundreds of volunteers and firefighters, using 

shovels and machetes creating fire breaks by hand. This recent fire was the first time that a helicopter was 

used to carry water from nearby dams. 

What else can be done? 

To protect the biodiversity of Kilimanjaro the unique forests of the larger deep river valleys below the 

National Park should be incorporated into the National Park. Kilimanjaro is becoming an ecological 

island completely isolated and surrounded by agriculture. This inhibits the exchange of animal populations 

and affects biodiversity. 

It’s all the more important that the wildlife corridor connecting the Amboseli ecosystem in Kenya and 

Kilimanjaro National Park has to be well protected. It is under great pressure due to grazing and agriculture. 

This corridor is important for the migration of elephants, which stay now more and more on 

Kilimanjaro destroying the forest. 

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

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-

threaten-

it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapp

ing+Ignorance%29 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2486.2005.00968.x
https://www.nbs.go.tz/index.php/en/census-surveys/population-and-housing-census
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.14078
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.14078
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.14078
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2028.2006.00679.x
https://www.nature.com/articles/nclimate1390
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.14078
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1365-2028.2006.00679.x
https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it-149286
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/11/30/fires-shaped-mount-kilimanjaros-unique-environment-now-they-threaten-it/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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Sometimes I Stumble 
by Edward Hirsch 

Issue no. 229 (Summer 2019) 

No one ever leaves 

the building across the street 

and I can’t explain why 

I spent the summer 

staring at its blank windows 

and stony facade, its caged trees, 

while the sun crawled 

across the light-blue emptiness 

yawning with clouds. 

I was stunned by grief 

into silence, inner muteness. 

But then one afternoon 

I decided to give up 

my watch. 

Sometimes I stumble 

in shadows, sometimes I trip 

over the last stair of the house, 

but now when I stroll 

toward a prospect 

my spirit lifts 

with the stirring of nightjars, 

the first whip-poor-will of evening. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 the new issue of The Paris Review, featuring an Art of Poetry interview with Edward Hirsch, an Art 

of Theater interview with Suzan-Lori Parks, excerpts of three plays by David Adjmi, Kirk Lynn, and 

Claudia Rankine, and much, much more? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a79f11cdc7&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a79f11cdc7&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=c6adda8c12&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a79f11cdc7&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a79f11cdc7&e=d538c8f2e0
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Postcard from Trakl 
by John Yau 

Issue no. 118 (Spring 1991) 

Memory’s branch quivers 

beneath the weight of a butterfly 

How am I to know what it wants 

without asking 

Could it be that simple, the question 

and then the answer 

Why do we fall outside of these additions 

or consult the zodiac surrounding us 

read its rotten walls and bulb glare 

Why substitute names for things 

when the things name us 

(our vowels and consonants) 

into their sleep, 

one from which they will never awaken 

Am I just an echo drifting back to myself 

who is sitting beneath the river 

drinking air 

Something must have told me to say this 

A rock or the memory of a rock 

falling toward the shadow it once owned 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Instructions From the Pantoum” by John Yau, published in issue no. 228, Spring 2019? 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=677f7b8669&e=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=677f7b8669&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=df436bb46c&e=d538c8f2e0

