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VIA UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO PRESS 

The Complicated Relationship Between Kansans and Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood 

Jessa Crispin on the Allure of “Convenient” Stories 

By Jessa Crispin 

In the spring of 2016 I am sitting in the office of an important agent, and I’m thinking I wore the wrong 

lipstick. I forgot to bring the lipstick I was wearing with me from the terrible Brooklyn room I rented via 

the morally questionable Airbnb. It’s a forty-five-minute train ride from the Midtown Manhattan office, 

too far to return to just for the sake of my fading glamour, so I go into the Sephora a couple blocks from 

the agency and panic-buy three lipsticks, only to notice as soon as I leave the store that they are all 

impossibly wrong. The one I put on is too wet and glossy, I have no idea if it is spilling out past my lipline, 

if it is maybe now down on my chin, and this guy represents important people who probably all know how 

to properly apply cosmetics and don’t walk around with magenta smears across their chin. 

I am trying to sell a story. I am trying to sell the story of the Pianaltos as a book. Why am I doing this. 

We’re in a true-crime boom. We love to tell stories about dead white women. So I’m pitching this book, 

because if you’re a writer, at least when something terrible happens to you or near you or to someone you 

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/M/bo168947751.html
https://lithub.com/author/jessacrispin/
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kind of know, you can often transform that terrible act into a six-figure book deal with a possible Netflix 

option. 

Every dead white woman is a story these days. An eight-part podcast or an eight-part Netflix docuseries or 

just a book. The hottest story of the year, the year before I sat here with lipstick bleeding into the cracks 

around my lips, was the story of a young woman murdered by her boyfriend . . . or was she? It inspired this 

other podcast I’ve been listening to, a young woman who killed herself in a strange way . . . or did she? 

So I’m pitching the story of these dead women, and he keeps repeating it back to me, but with buzzwords 

swapped in. I say, “the claustrophobia of a rural community,” and he says, “smalltown secrets.” I say, 

“people say he seemed depressed,” and he says, “a tormented mind.” But still, it’s not quite working. 

I distrust a good story. I want to interfere, I don’t want tidy, I don’t want my reader to feel resolved and 

relieved at the end. I want everyone to see the mess. 

The problem with the idea I’m pitching is that there’s no dot dot dot. It’s pretty clear who killed who, and 

it’s pretty clear why. There’s nothing to chase or tantalize. The agent keeps looking around. I’m trying to 

hold his attention. 

“Then there was this other murder.” 

He nods and adjusts some paper on his desk. “Go on.” 

“This year, the trial is coming up. See, there was this kid, he lived down the street from me, he ended up 

murdering his best friend.” 

He’s back. “Was it drugs?” 

“Well, there hasn’t been a trial yet, but it seems they were involved in a series of small robberies and break-

ins together. The actual death might have been an accident, he’s not talking yet.” 

“I see, okay. How do we connect these.” 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

5 

“Well, he was the sheriff’s son. And uh, the sheriff before him, he was the sheriff when the other murder 

happened, and people always said that he destroyed things at the crime scene.” 

“Wait, which crime scene.” 

“The Pianalto murder. The murder-suicide. He was the first one to respond. The rumors were he was 

burning something when the other cops showed up. They were friends. Maybe he burned a suicide note, no 

one knows.” 

“I’m getting it. You’ll go back for the trial, you’ll uncover this small-town mystery that makes you think of 

this other mystery, men and their secrets, the corruption of the police . . .” 

“But I don’t really want to go ba—” 

“There’s a Maggie Nelson book, you should model it on that. It could be the next In Cold Blood.” “But I 

hate In Cold Blood . . .” 

He sits up, the meeting is clearly over. “Email me when you have a proposal.” 

It’s not like I don’t have plenty of other models for how to write this. Everyone who has the slightest 

connection to a murder is now writing a book about it. No longer relegated to the back of the bookstore in 

trashy mass market paperbacks printed on cheap yellowish paper, they are all released in hardback by 

prestigious presses. They fill the New Releases table at McNally Jackson bookstore. There’s the one where 

the author’s cousin is accused of murdering two girls, and she tries to prove him innocent. There’s the 

other one where the girl she kind of knew in high school is murdered. There’s the Maggie Nelson story of 

the dead aunt. There are pen pals and long-lost friends, nieces and step-cousins, all murdered or 

murdering, and the authors are eager to tell the tale. But, you know, in an elevated kind of way. Bloody, 

but make it art. 

All of these writers must have felt like they got a lucky break when someone they kind of knew was stabbed 

to death or strangled and raped or shot in the back of the head. Finally, something to write about. 
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And why not tell the story? Doesn’t telling stories make things better? By raising awareness or whatever. 

But we’ve been telling these stories of dead women for decades, centuries, and the bodies keep piling up. 

I notice that the closer one is to the murdered, the less elevated the book. If it was your mother, your sister, 

your daughter, your lover, those books get tawdry covers and tawdry publishers. It’s hard to elevate your 

prose when it comes out in a series of shrieks and sobs. And who wants to turn the once living, once 

breathing, once complicated and squishy, once beautiful and exasperating human being into just a story? 

Not just a story, but an entertainment. 

What is my motivation for telling this story? Besides the fact that many days it is the only one banging 

around in my head? I sit down, try to write the proposal, but writing the proposal means tidying up 

something supremely messy. Turning blood into words, like some sort of demented, artistic Jesus. Less 

Jesus, more storefront magician. I keep thinking, people are going to be entertained reading this. They will 

only kind of pay attention to it on an airplane. They will speculate as to motivations on social media. They 

will distill this trauma into a hundred-word review on Goodreads. “So there was this teacher who one day 

took out his hunting rifle and . . .” 

Then, just maybe, if I insert myself into the narrative in just the right way, if the book ascends to the god-

level of Film and Television Adaptation, I can get Claire Danes to play me. She ugly-cries the way I do, she 

conveys the serious intelligence of a writer. 

Writing is an act of tidying. It creates bone-hard structure out of floppy masses. It invents meaning where 

there is none, it domesticates the feral, it removes potency from the powerful. And isn’t that the relief of it? 

I wanted to write the story of this murder so I could have a story to tell myself. One that was 

understandable and relatable. I wanted the story on the page so it would get the hell out of my head. 

But I distrust a good story. I want to interfere, I don’t want tidy, I don’t want my reader to feel resolved and 

relieved at the end. I want everyone to see the mess. 

Which is why I hate In Cold Blood. It’s too good of a story. Back in the eighth-grade classroom, the book 

was exciting. When you come from Kansas, you rarely pick up a book about Kansas. You don’t see your 

small-town life reflected back to you, unless it’s turned sentimental (see: Our Town) or maudlin (see: Our 

Town). Rarely is our home made the setting of action, especially something exciting, like a murder and run 

from the law. Two men, two outsiders, invade a house in an innocent Kansas town and slaughter an entire 

family. Having heard that the farming family has a safe loaded with cash, they mean to rob them. Finding 

nothing, they murder them instead. The outsiders then go on the run, until they are hunted down by the 

law, found guilty by a jury of their peers, and executed for their crimes. 
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The story is almost mythical, and myths have a special hold on the mind. It is sweeping in its themes: lost 

innocence, big-city evil penetrating the quiet, simple goodness of small-town life, a society growing colder 

and more depraved. It inspired decades of retellings and supplements. Surviving family members, friends 

of the family, family and friends of the murderers, other writers from Kansas, writers who had nothing to 

do with Kansas, wrote memoirs, novelizations, comic books, documentaries, films, television shows, all 

trying to add a new perspective to—or cash in on—Capote’s story of murder in a small town. 

It couldn’t have been more effectively cast. The wholesome-looking family, well groomed with bright, 

friendly smiles. They could all have been stars in a 1950s sitcom where the biggest problem the family 

faced was the boy breaking a neighbor’s window with a ball as he practiced for the big game. The 

daughter’s most pressing dilemma would be whose invitation to accept to the school dance. The parents 

would give wise counsel and exude a quiet, non-demonstrative kind of love. 

As much as we protest, the story of the murder of the Clutter family is convenient for us Kansans to tell. 

Then we have the perpetrators, the criminal element. One, Perry Smith, is darkly complected, being half-

Native. The other, Dick Hickock, looks much like the teenage boy he murdered, with his fair hair and 

strong chin, if only half of his face wasn’t slightly caved in and twisted from a car accident and 

catastrophic head injury. Both Smith and Hickock bear scars from accidents of body and fate. Car crashes, 

a violent father, abandonment, poverty, military service, institutional abuse. You can tell just by looking at 

them that something is off. You’re tipped off by a limp, say, or racial mixing, or eyes that don’t quite line 

up. When Kansans saw the men’s pictures in the newspaper announcing their arrest they must have 

thought, “Ah, of course, yes, the deformities of the body are manifestations of the deformities of the soul.” 

That’s big with Protestants. 

“No one ever locked their front doors,” one of the town’s citizens said in one of the documentary 

miniseries that promised to tell the “real story” of the murders, but ended up telling the exact same story 

that always gets told. “That changed overnight.” 

There is a subset of Kansans that hate In Cold Blood and the industry built around this slaughter of a 

family. According to them, Capote was enchanted by the evil when he should have been focused on the 

goodness of the small-town community. He followed the more exciting story of murderers who take to the 

road, rather than the narrative dead end of the happy family. The victims, the town, we as Kansans, felt 

unseen by his book. It was our story, it happened to us, we should be the stars. (I think the protests were 

less about getting the story wrong and more about who got to tell it. An outsider. A queer, at that. A big-city 

type—just another violation by the evil that dwells outside the tidy home.) There is no greater betrayal than 

to speak a family’s or a town’s secrets in a small town like this. Whispered gossip within the community, 

okay. Broadcasting its faults to the outside world, unforgivable. 
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As much as we protest, though, the story of the murder of the Clutter family is convenient for us Kansans 

to tell. That’s why we keep telling it. Not because it hasn’t been told already, not because its original teller 

left anything important out. We tell it because it presents a story of Kansas and of family and of the small 

town as we want it to be told: the evil comes from the outside. 

__________________________________ 

 

Reprinted with permission from My Three Dads: Patriarchy on the Great Plains by Jessa Crispin, 

published by the University of Chicago Press. © 2022 by Jessa Crispin. All rights reserved. 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780226820101


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

9 

In Cold BloodJessa CrispinKansasMy Three DadsTruman CapoteUniversity of Chicago Press 

 

 

 

 

 

Jessa Crispin 

Jessa Crispin is the author of Why I Am Not a Feminist: A Feminist Manifesto and The Dead Ladies 

Project, the latter also published by the University of Chicago Press. She has written for the New York 

Times, Guardian, and Spectator, among other publications. Originally from Lincoln, Kansas, she currently 

resides in Philadelphia. 
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Mesmeric Revelation 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

WHATEVER doubt may still envelop the rationale of mesmerism, its startling facts are now almost 

universally admitted. Of these latter, those who doubt, are your mere doubters by profession - an unprofitable 

and disreputable tribe. There can be no more absolute waste of time than the attempt to prove, at the present 

day, that man, by mere exercise of will, can so impress his fellow, as to cast him into an abnormal condition, 

of which the phenomena resemble very closely those of death, or at least resemble them more nearly than they 

do the phenomena of any other normal condition within our cognizance ; that, while in this state, the person 

so impressed employs only with effort, and then feebly, the external organs of sense, yet perceives, with 

keenly refined perception, and through channels supposed unknown, matters beyond the scope of the physical 

organs ; that, moreover, his intellectual faculties are wonderfully exalted and invigorated ; that his sympathies 

with the person so impressing him are profound ; and, finally, that his susceptibility to the impression 

increases with its frequency, while, in the same proportion, the peculiar phenomena elicited are more 

extended and more pronounced. 

I say that these - which are the laws of mesmerism in its general features - it would be supererogation to 

demonstrate ; nor shall I inflict upon my readers so needless a demonstration ; to-day. My purpose at present 

is a very different one indeed. I am impelled, even in the teeth of a world of prejudice, to detail without 

comment the very remarkable substance of a colloquy, occurring between a sleep-waker and myself. 

I had been long in the habit of mesmerizing the person in question, (Mr. Vankirk,) and the usual acute 

susceptibility and exaltation of the mesmeric perception had supervened. For many months he had been 

laboring under confirmed phthisis, the more distressing effects of which had been relieved by my 

manipulations ; and on the night of Wednesday, the fifteenth instant, I was summoned to his bedside. 

The invalid was suffering with acute pain in the region of the heart, and breathed with great difficulty, having 

all the ordinary symptoms of asthma. In spasms such as these he had usually found relief from the application 

of mustard to the nervous centres, but to-night this had been attempted in vain. 

As I entered his room he greeted me with a cheerful smile, and although evidently in much bodily pain, 

appeared to be, mentally, quite at ease. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe
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"I sent for you to-night," he said, "not so much to administer to my bodily ailment, as to satisfy me concerning 

certain psychal impressions which, of late, have occasioned me much anxiety and surprise. I need not tell you 

how sceptical I have hitherto been on the topic of the soul's immortality. I cannot deny that there has always 

existed, as if in that very soul which I have been denying, a vague half-sentiment of its own existence. But 

this half-sentiment at no time amounted to conviction. With it my reason had nothing to do. All attempts at 

logical inquiry resulted, indeed, in leaving me more sceptical than before. I had been advised to study Cousin. 

I studied him in his own works as well as in those of his European and American echoes. The 'Charles 

Elwood' of Mr. Brownson, for example, was placed in my hands. I read it with profound attention. 

Throughout I found it logical, but the portions which were not merely logical were unhappily the initial 

arguments of the disbelieving hero of the book. In his summing up it seemed evident to me that the reasoner 

had not even succeeded in convincing himself. His end had plainly forgotten his beginning, like the 

government of Trinculo. In short, I was not long in perceiving that if man is to be intellectually convinced of 

his own immortality, he will never be so convinced by the mere abstractions which have been so long the 

fashion of the moralists of England, of France, and of Germany. Abstractions may amuse and exercise, but 

take no hold on the mind. Here upon earth, at least, philosophy, I am persuaded, will always in vain call upon 

us to look upon qualities as things. The will may assent - the soul - the intellect, never. 

"I repeat, then, that I only half felt, and never intellectually believed. But latterly there has been a certain 

deepening of the feeling, until it has come so nearly to resemble the acquiescence of reason, that I find it 

difficult to distinguish between the two. I am enabled, too, plainly to trace this effect to the mesmeric 

influence. I cannot better explain my meaning than by the hypothesis that the mesmeric exaltation enables me 

to perceive a train of ratiocination which, in my abnormal existence, convinces, but which, in full accordance 

with the mesmeric phenomena, does not extend, except through its effect, into my normal condition. In sleep-

waking, the reasoning and its conclusion - the cause and its effect - are present together. In my natural state, 

the cause vanishing, the effect only, and perhaps only partially, remains. 

"These considerations have led me to think that some good results might ensue from a series of well-directed 

questions propounded to me while mesmerized. You have often observed the profound self-cognizance 

evinced by the sleep-waker - the extensive knowledge he displays upon all points relating to the mesmeric 

condition itself ; and from this self-cognizance may be deduced hints for the proper conduct of a catechism." 

I consented of course to make this experiment. A few passes threw Mr. Vankirk into the mesmeric sleep. His 

breathing became immediately more easy, and he seemed to suffer no physical uneasiness. The following 

conversation then ensued: - V. in the dialogue representing the patient, and P. myself. 

P. Are you asleep? 

V. Yes - no I would rather sleep more soundly. 
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P. [After a few more passes. ] Do you sleep now? 

V. Yes. 

P. How do you think your present illness will result? 

V. [After a long hesitation and speaking as if with effort .] I must die. 

P. Does the idea of death afflict you? 

V. [Very quickly .] No - no! 

P. Are you pleased with the prospect? 

V. If I were awake I should like to die, but now it is no matter. The mesmeric condition is so near death as to 

content me. 

P. I wish you would explain yourself, Mr. Vankirk. 

V. I am willing to do so, but it requires more effort than I feel able to make. You do not question me properly. 

P. What then shall I ask? 

V. You must begin at the beginning. 

P. The beginning ! but where is the beginning? 
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V. You know that the beginning is GOD. [ This was said in a low, fluctuating tone, and with every sign of the 

most profound veneration .] 

P. What then is God? 

V. [Hesitating for many minutes. ] I cannot tell. 

P. Is not God spirit? 

V. While I was awake I knew what you meant by "spirit," but now it seems only a word - such for instance as 

truth, beauty - a quality, I mean. 

P. Is not God immaterial? 

V. There is no immateriality - it is a mere word. That which is not matter, is not at all - unless qualities are 

things. 

P. Is God, then, materia ? 

V. No. [This reply startled me very much. ] 

P. What then is he? 

V. [ After a long pause, and mutteringly. ] I see - but it is a thing difficult to tell. [Another long pause. ] He is 

not spirit, for he exists. Nor is he matter, as you understand it . But there are gradations of matter of which 

man knows nothing ; the grosser impelling the finer, the finer pervading the grosser. The atmosphere, for 

example, impels the electric principle, while the electric principle permeates the atmosphere. These gradations 

of matter increase in rarity or fineness, until we arrive at a matter unparticled - without particles - indivisible - 

one and here the law of impulsion and permeation is modified. The ultimate, or unparticled matter, not only 

permeates all things but impels all things - and thus is all things within itself. This matter is God. What men 

attempt to embody in the word "thought," is this matter in motion. 
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P. The metaphysicians maintain that all action is reducible to motion and thinking, and that the latter is the 

origin of the former. 

V. Yes ; and I now see the confusion of idea. Motion is the action of mind - not of thinking. The unparticled 

matter, or God, in quiescence, is (as nearly as we can conceive it) what men call mind. And the power of self-

movement (equivalent in effect to human volition) is, in the unparticled matter, the result of its unity and 

omniprevalence ; how I know not, and now clearly see that I shall never know. But the unparticled matter, set 

in motion by a law, or quality, existing within itself, is thinking. 

P. Can you give me no more precise idea of what you term the unparticled matter? 

V. The matters of which man is cognizant, escape the senses in gradation. We have, for example, a metal, a 

piece of wood, a drop of water, the atmosphere, a gas, caloric, electricity, the luminiferous ether. Now we call 

all these things matter, and embrace all matter in one general definition ; but in spite of this, there can be no 

two ideas more essentially distinct than that which we attach to a metal, and that which we attach to the 

luminiferous ether. When we reach the latter, we feel an almost irresistible inclination to class it with spirit, or 

with nihility. The only consideration which restrains us is our conception of its atomic constitution ; and here, 

even, we have to seek aid from our notion of an atom, as something possessing in infinite minuteness, 

solidity, palpability, weight. Destroy the idea of the atomic constitution and we should no longer be able to 

regard the ether as an entity, or at least as matter. For want of a better word we might term it spirit. Take, 

now, a step beyond the luminiferous ether - conceive a matter as much more rare than the ether, as this ether 

is more rare than the metal, and we arrive at once (in spite of all the school dogmas) at a unique mass - an 

unparticled matter. For although we may admit infinite littleness in the atoms themselves, the infinitude of 

littleness in the spaces between them is an absurdity. There will be a point - there will be a degree of rarity, at 

which, if the atoms are sufficiently numerous, the interspaces must vanish, and the mass absolutely coalesce. 

But the consideration of the atomic constitution being now taken away, the nature of the mass inevitably 

glides into what we conceive of spirit. It is clear, however, that it is as fully matter as before. The truth is, it is 

impossible to conceive spirit, since it is impossible to imagine what is not. When we flatter ourselves that we 

have formed its conception, we have merely deceived our understanding by the consideration of infinitely 

rarified matter. 

P. There seems to me an insurmountable objection to the idea of absolute coalescence ; - and that is the very 

slight resistance experienced by the heavenly bodies in their revolutions through space - a resistance now 

ascertained, it is true, to exist in some degree, but which is, nevertheless, so slight as to have been quite 

overlooked by the sagacity even of Newton. We know that the resistance of bodies is, chiefly, in proportion to 

their density. Absolute coalescence is absolute density. Where there are no interspaces, there can be no 

yielding. An ether, absolutely dense, would put an infinitely more effectual stop to the progress of a star than 

would an ether of adamant or of iron. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

15 

V. Your objection is answered with an ease which is nearly in the ratio of its apparent unanswerability. - As 

regards the progress of the star, it can make no difference whether the star passes through the ether or the 

ether through it . There is no astronomical error more unaccountable than that which reconciles the known 

retardation of the comets with the idea of their passage through an ether: for, however rare this ether be 

supposed, it would put a stop to all sidereal revolution in a very far briefer period than has been admitted by 

those astronomers who have endeavored to slur over a point which they found it impossible to comprehend. 

The retardation actually experienced is, on the other hand, about that which might be expected from the 

friction of the ether in the instantaneous passage through the orb. In the one case, the retarding force is 

momentary and complete within itself - in the other it is endlessly accumulative. 

P. But in all this - in this identification of mere matter with God - is there nothing of irreverence ? [ I was 

forced to repeat this question before the sleep-waker fully comprehended my meaning .] 

V. Can you say why matter should be less reverenced than mind ? But you forget that the matter of which I 

speak is, in all respects, the very "mind" or "spirit" of the schools, so far as regards its high capacities, and is, 

moreover, the "matter" of these schools at the same time. God, with all the powers attributed to spirit, is but 

the perfection of matter. 

P. You assert, then, that the unparticled matter, in motion, is thought? 

V. In general, this motion is the universal thought of the universal mind. This thought creates. All created 

things are but the thoughts of God. 

P. You say, "in general." 

V. Yes. The universal mind is God. For new individualities, matter is necessary. 

P. But you now speak of "mind" and "matter" as do the metaphysicians. 

V. Yes - to avoid confusion. When I say "mind," I mean the unparticled or ultimate matter ; by "matter," I 

intend all else. 

P. You were saying that "for new individualities matter is necessary." 
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V. Yes ; for mind, existing unincorporate, is merely God. To create individual, thinking beings, it was 

necessary to incarnate portions of the divine mind. Thus man is individualized. Divested of corporate 

investiture, he were God. Now, the particular motion of the incarnated portions of the unparticled matter is the 

thought of man ; as the motion of the whole is that of God. 

P. You say that divested of the body man will be God? 

V. [After much hesitation. ] I could not have said this ; it is an absurdity. 

P. [Referring to my notes. ] You did say that "divested of corporate investiture man were God." 

V. And this is true. Man thus divested would be God - would be unindividualized. But he can never be thus 

divested - at least never will be - else we must imagine an action of God returning upon itself - a purposeless 

and futile action. Man is a creature. Creatures are thoughts of God. It is the nature of thought to be 

irrevocable. 

P. I do not comprehend. You say that man will never put off the body? 

V. I say that he will never be bodiless. 

P. Explain. 

V. There are two bodies - the rudimental and the complete ; corresponding with the two conditions of the 

worm and the butterfly. What we call "death," is but the painful metamorphosis. Our present incarnation is 

progressive, preparatory, temporary. Our future is perfected, ultimate, immortal. The ultimate life is the full 

design. 

P. But of the worm's metamorphosis we are palpably cognizant. 

V. We , certainly - but not the worm. The matter of which our rudimental body is composed, is within the ken 

of the organs of that body ; or, more distinctly, our rudimental organs are adapted to the matter of which is 

formed the rudimental body ; but not to that of which the ultimate is composed. The ultimate body thus 
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escapes our rudimental senses, and we perceive only the shell which falls, in decaying, from the inner form ; 

not that inner form itself ; but this inner form, as well as the shell, is appreciable by those who have already 

acquired the ultimate life. 

P. You have often said that the mesmeric state very nearly resembles death. How is this? 

V. When I say that it resembles death, I mean that it resembles the ultimate life ; for when I am entranced the 

senses of my rudimental life are in abeyance, and I perceive external things directly, without organs, through 

a medium which I shall employ in the ultimate, unorganized life. 

P. Unorganized? 

V. Yes ; organs are contrivances by which the individual is brought into sensible relation with particular 

classes and forms of matter, to the exclusion of other classes and forms. The organs of man are adapted to his 

rudimental condition, and to that only ; his ultimate condition, being unorganized, is of unlimited 

comprehension in all points but one - the nature of the volition of God - that is to say, the motion of the 

unparticled matter. You will have a distinct idea of the ultimate body by conceiving it to be entire brain. This 

it is not ; but a conception of this nature will bring you near a comprehension of what it is. A luminous body 

imparts vibration to the luminiferous ether. The vibrations generate similar ones within the retina ; these again 

communicate similar ones to the optic nerve. The nerve conveys similar ones to the brain ; the brain, also, 

similar ones to the unparticled matter which permeates it. The motion of this latter is thought, of which 

perception is the first undulation. This is the mode by which the mind of the rudimental life communicates 

with the external world ; and this external world is, to the rudimental life, limited, through the idiosyncrasy of 

its organs. But in the ultimate, unorganized life, the external world reaches the whole body, (which is of a 

substance having affinity to brain, as I have said,) with no other intervention than that of an infinitely rarer 

ether than even the luminiferous ; and to this ether - in unison with it - the whole body vibrates, setting in 

motion the unparticled matter which permeates it. It is to the absence of idiosyncratic organs, therefore, that 

we must attribute the nearly unlimited perception of the ultimate life. To rudimental beings, organs are the 

cages necessary to confine them until fledged. 

P. You speak of rudimental "beings." Are there other rudimental thinking beings than man? 

V. The multitudinous conglomeration of rare matter into nebul, planets, suns, and other bodies which are 

neither nebul, suns, nor planets, is for the sole purpose of supplying pabulum for the idiosyncrasy of the 

organs of an infinity of rudimental beings. But for the necessity of the rudimental, prior to the ultimate life, 

there would have been no bodies such as these. Each of these is tenanted by a distinct variety of organic, 

rudimental, thinking creatures. In all, the organs vary with the features of the place tenanted. At death, or 

metamorphosis, these creatures, enjoying the ultimate life - immortality - and cognizant of all secrets but the 
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one , act all things and pass everywhere by mere volition: - indwelling, not the stars, which to us seem the 

sole palpabilities, and for the accommodation of which we blindly deem space created - but that SPACE itself 

- that infinity of which the truly substantive vastness swallows up the star-shadows -- blotting them out as 

non-entities from the perception of the angels. 

P. You say that "but for the necessity of the rudimental life" there would have been no stars. But why this 

necessity? 

V. In the inorganic life, as well as in the inorganic matter generally, there is nothing to impede the action of 

one simple unique law - the Divine Volition. With the view of producing impediment, the organic life and 

matter, (complex, substantial, and law-encumbered,) were contrived. 

P. But again - why need this impediment have been produced? 

V. The result of law inviolate is perfection - right - negative happiness. The result of law violate is 

imperfection, wrong, positive pain. Through the impediments afforded by the number, complexity, and 

substantiality of the laws of organic life and matter, the violation of law is rendered, to a certain extent, 

practicable. Thus pain, which in the inorganic life is impossible, is possible in the organic. 

P. But to what good end is pain thus rendered possible? 

V. All things are either good or bad by comparison. A sufficient analysis will show that pleasure, in all cases, 

is but the contrast of pain. Positive pleasure is a mere idea. To be happy at any one point we must have 

suffered at the same. Never to suffer would have been never to have been blessed. But it has been shown that, 

in the inorganic life, pain cannot be thus the necessity for the organic. The pain of the primitive life of Earth, 

is the sole basis of the bliss of the ultimate life in Heaven. 

P. Still, there is one of your expressions which I find it impossible to comprehend - "the truly substantive 

vastness of infinity." 

V. This, probably, is because you have no sufficiently generic conception of the term "substance" itself. We 

must not regard it as a quality, but as a sentiment: - it is the perception, in thinking beings, of the adaptation of 

matter to their organization. There are many things on the Earth, which would be nihility to the inhabitants of 

Venus - many things visible and tangible in Venus, which we could not be brought to appreciate as existing at 

all. But to the inorganic beings - to the angels - the whole of the unparticled matter is substanceethat is to say, 
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the whole of what we term "space" is to them the truest substantiality ; - the stars, meantime, through what we 

consider their materiality, escaping the angelic sense, just in proportion as the unparticled matter, through 

what we consider its immateriality, eludes the organic. 

As the sleep-waker pronounced these latter words, in a feeble tone, I observed on his countenance a singular 

expression, which somewhat alarmed me, and induced me to awake him at once. No sooner had I done this, 

than, with a bright smile irradiating all his features, he fell back upon his pillow and expired. I noticed that in 

less than a minute afterward his corpse had all the stern rigidity of stone. His brow was of the coldness of ice. 

Thus, ordinarily, should it have appeared, only after long pressure from Azrael's hand. Had the sleep-waker, 

indeed, during the latter portion of his discourse, been addressing me from out the region of the shadows? 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/mesmeric-revelation  

  

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/mesmeric-revelation
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In Lark Ascending, a luminous work of climate fiction, Silas House forges hope and seeks beauty from grief 

over the climate crisis and those lost to it.  
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Words by Michael Colbert  |  Photo by C. Williams 

 “Grief has ravaged us all. We were the survivors, and we all had lived through nightmare days. I thought I 

was at my lowest place, but I didn’t know that things would soon get worse.” 

 

In another summer of historic weather events — floods and wildfires, bridges buckling under record 

heat — it can feel like nightmare days are upon us. But more is yet to come in Lark Ascending, the eighth 

novel from Appalachian writer Silas House. An urgent tale of climate fiction, Lark Ascending departs from 

his previous work, evoking such post-apocalyptic novels as Station Eleven and The Dog Stars to depict a gay 

man’s search for refuge and family. 

READ EXCERPT 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/lark-ascending-excerpt-silas-house
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/lark-ascending-excerpt-silas-house
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The book takes place a generation or so in the future as wildfires devastate the globe. These fires tore first 

through Australia, decimating life and forcing people to flee. As the U.S. yields to the same fate, religious 

fundamentalists overturn the government. Dissenters are killed, and gay love is outlawed. Lark and his family 

leave Maryland for Maine, where they find a few years of solace with their friend Phoebe and her two 

children, Sera and Arlo. It’s in Maine, amongst verdant days of self-sufficiency on a mountain by a waterfall, 

where Lark falls in love with Arlo. While the religious fundamentalists would hunt them down elsewhere, 

Lark and Arlo are able to share a beautiful love on their mountain. Including this relationship in the book was 

important to House, who says the way gay men’s love stories are depicted in literature and film is “often 

tempered by violence, whether that be violence between them or violence enacted upon them.  

“A lot of our gay stories are so rooted in being ostracized or finding ourselves sexually, but I’ve just not read 

too many really tender gay love stories,” House says. 

Though the lovers are aware that this romance could end at any minute, sexuality is never a source of tragedy. 

Instead, it’s a beacon of light amid the book’s sorrow. At the heart of the novel’s ruminations on climate is 

Lark’s love for Arlo, which gets him through an overwhelming world. 

To taste and be tasted. Every part of us humming and alive. If you are very lucky it happens occasionally that 

your body fits with someone else’s in such a way that you feel you are not two separate people but one being, 

that you’ve gone beyond the physical. 

When trouble encroaches, they leave their mountain for Nova Scotia, and then Ireland, a journey in a refugee 

boat marked by death and loss. The sole survivor, Lark journeys into the Irish landscape in search of shelter 

and refuge, family and the fantastical. His target is Glendalough, a “thin place” where the physical and spirit 

worlds collide.  

On the journey, Lark finds Helen — a resolute yet terse woman searching for her lost son — and a dog named 

Seamus. The three form a family of their own, but in this landscape of death and disaster, their trust is often 

tested, and vulnerability is a liability.  

Lark Ascending was born from grief. Early in 2015, House lost an aunt who was like a second mother. 

Growing up around strong women who were storytellers, he attributes his career as a writer to her. 

“I don’t think anything changes us more than grief, and so I wanted to write a book that explored that grief,” 

House says. “When you’re in deep grief like that, one thing you keep reminding yourself of is that you don’t 

have any other choice but to keep going.”  
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In part, House set out to write an adventure book, inspired by Robert Louis Stevenson and Jack London. 

Landscapes — the environment so fully embodied — overwhelm Lark’s senses. Some of this might be 

attributed to House’s process: a complete immersion into the world of his characters. He can’t write without 

music, and each of his novels is accompanied by a soundtrack. For Lark Ascending, it was U2 and The Avett 

Brothers, music Lark’s parents would have grown up listening to, as well as Irish music and tunes with 

walking rhythms. Most of all, he listened to Ralph Vaughan Williams’ composition “The Lark Ascending.” 

Every emotion in the novel — grief, despair, and hope — can be found in this hauntingly beautiful 14-minute 

composition.  

To this, House adds a color scheme. This book is filled with the black of burning, as well as the roses and 

purples of deep, fiery sunsets. While certain books inspire his world-building, photography and the paintings 

of Winslow Homer and J.M.W. Turner were the most inspirational in envisioning this world that might come 

to be.  

“I need to step into that world, and so I just do everything I can to create that feeling for myself: music, 

colors, the texture of the ground beneath my feet,” House says. “As a Southern writer, it’s drilled into you that 

sense of place is of the utmost importance, so you have to really, really know the place to write about it 

properly.” 

Yet there’s a concomitant charge to this sensory immersion. While Lark’s journey through the landscape is a 

search for haven, it’s also a sojourn through grief; a pilgrimage, with Glendalough as his lodestar. 

Everywhere, his senses are overwhelmed, and the cedar trees surrounding him remind him of Arlo and their 

years together. He unfolds a palimpsest of all he’s lost: his family, his friends, his first love, and everyone on 

the refugee boat.  

I thought my grief might be so big — and growing, growing — that my body wouldn’t be able to contain it. I’d 

split wide open the way the cedar tree must have when the fire overwhelmed it. 

“In times of deep grief, you have to keep going, and Lark just keeps walking, keeps traveling, to the point of it 

becoming really hard for him to be still,” House says. “There’s safety in motion. I think that’s the way I deal 

with grief. I get busy. I work my way through it. Some people just have to sit down and be still and sleep a lot 

and become comatose. I’m the opposite; I have to keep going all the time. That’s what Lark is doing as well. 

He’s in deep grief for everybody that he’s ever loved.”  

House himself has often turned to the natural world for comfort. His father was a Vietnam War veteran who 

suffered from PTSD and worked the graveyard shift. When home felt nervous, House went outdoors. Today, 

his walks are still instrumental in his process. Imagining Lark’s world, House understood there was another 

kind of grief for him to confront.  
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“I began to realize that I was also in deep grief because of the climate crisis. I think a lot of us are,” House 

says. “I think a lot of us are in deep grief for what we see as the demise of our democracy, the continued lack 

of separation of church and state.”  

Climate change “is a moral issue for writers,” says Lauren Groff. “If we are not engaging with it at all, what 

are we doing?” Her 2021 novel Matrix revisits the story of Marie de France and her abbey in 12th-century 

England, telling stories of imperialism and humans destroying the land for their own gain. Groff says she’s 

adamant about never overlooking climate change, “the single existential threat that actually might take down 

humanity.”  

But how do you write a story about the climate crisis? Is it possible to ever find hope? Where does the 

personal belong when the planet becomes inhospitable to human life?  

In an essay for Outside, Erica Berry writes, “Love isn’t a distraction from climate emergency — on the 

contrary, its existence is critical for helping us cope. Climate fiction … can help us visualize how to better 

love during crisis.” 

The reality imagined in Lark Ascending is adaptive and tempered; the novel recognizes that when climate 

disaster stresses society, the interwoven nature of our systems of power endangers the most vulnerable 

groups. However, it never punishes its vulnerable protagonists for being so susceptible. Though the climate 

crisis displaces them, their sexuality, even under the specters of homophobia and Christian fundamentalism, 

never undoes them. For House, the book is as much a 100-year love story as a climate novel.  

In writing Lark Ascending, House was motivated by multiple personal experiences and real-world events. 

With the increase in frequency of historic weather events and the overturning of Roe v. Wade, Lark’s years on 

the mountain continue to feel ever more immediate to House.  

“It is sort of like these halcyon days. The whole world is burning down — metaphorically and literally — yet 

[Lark and Arlo are] up here in this place that’s above all that, and they’re safe, but they also know that the 

fires and the fundamentalists will eventually catch up to them. That’s the way that I feel, to some degree,” 

House says.  

As a queer person in the U.S., reality can often feel porous. Time and again, well-intentioned progressives 

have articulated to House their joy that queer people are now totally accepted. While he’s seen great strides in 

his lifetime, he’s always been more skeptical and recognizes there’s something perilous in such an attitude. 

Clarence Thomas’ recent opinion in the reversal of Roe v. Wade signaled to gay couples what many have long 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/2hfwxdPinvqYJmi7upBuCm?si=fecd26337dfd44ab
https://www.outsideonline.com/culture/essays-culture/climate-change-love-stories-fiction-books/
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feared — that many Americans still believe the right to contraceptives or interracial marriage or queer 

relationships and marriage are up for debate.  

“We’re living in a little respite, and then things are going to get worse. My husband and I got married five 

days after the marriage equality decision came down. I’ve been told we were the first gay couple to be 

married in our county, and ever since, I’ve been waiting for them to take it away,” House says. “The two 

things that scare me the most right now are climate change and Christian nationalism, and it is absolutely on 

the rise, and it is very dangerous. The Supreme Court is showing that we’re becoming ruled by the Bible 

instead of the Constitution. … To me, that goes against everything it means to be an American and everything 

about democracy and everything that I understand about what this country is founded for.”  

***  

Days after we spoke, Kentucky was struck by flash floods. In the wake of the disaster, House noticed a dual 

response: on the one hand, an outpouring of support; on the other, calls to “let ’em swim” because 

Kentuckians had voted for senators Mitch McConnell and Rand Paul, who’ve been tough on any measures for 

climate relief.  

The callous response troubled House on a deeper level, too. In an essay for The Washington Post in the days 

following the flooding, he wrote that beyond behaving as decent, empathetic humans, “We should also care 

because science shows that someday soon the same thing may happen to many more of us. We can be better 

people by imagining ourselves in the most desperate situations of others.” 

Lark Ascending will remain prescient as the twin pressures of climate change and politics stress our 

relationships, communities, and environment. But when the world becomes hopeless, there’s an easy line to 

draw to inertia; nothing matters anymore. House recognized this and set out to write a book about grief, but 

one filled with hope and wonder. Lark keeps going, seeking beauty in the natural world. He feels the utmost 

respect for nature, and within nature he seeks the mystical bounds that stretch beyond the limits of human 

imagination.  

“Sometimes there’s just a mystery,” House says. “And I think there’s real beauty in the mystery, and that 

when everything is explained away, there’s some magic that is lost. I mean, a thin place, for instance; I can 

never understand that, and therein lies the beauty of it.” 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2022/08/05/appalachia-eastern-kentucky-silas-flooding/
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Michael Colbert is an MFA graduate of the University of North Carolina, Wilmington, and is working on a 

novel about bisexual love, loss, and hauntings. His writing appears in Esquire, Catapult, and Electric 

Literature, among other publications.  

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/silas-house-finds-hope-in-thin-places-lark-

ascending?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8%2F30%20-

%20Tue%20%28Silas%20House%29%20%28WGTrwr%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/silas-house-finds-hope-in-thin-places-lark-ascending?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8%2F30%20-%20Tue%20%28Silas%20House%29%20%28WGTrwr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/silas-house-finds-hope-in-thin-places-lark-ascending?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8%2F30%20-%20Tue%20%28Silas%20House%29%20%28WGTrwr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/silas-house-finds-hope-in-thin-places-lark-ascending?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8%2F30%20-%20Tue%20%28Silas%20House%29%20%28WGTrwr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2022/silas-house-finds-hope-in-thin-places-lark-ascending?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=8%2F30%20-%20Tue%20%28Silas%20House%29%20%28WGTrwr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

27 

Bugs and Beasts Before the Law 

By Nicholas Humphrey 

Murderous pigs sent to the gallows, sparrows prosecuted for chattering in church, a gang of thieving 

rats let off on a wholly technical acquittal - theoretical psychologist and author Nicholas Humphrey* 

explores the strange world of medieval animal trials. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributors#nicholas-humphrey
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Detail from the frontispiece of The Criminal Prosecution and Capital Punishment of Animals (1906) by 

E.P.Evans — Source. 

On March 5, 1986, some villagers near Malacca in Malaysia beat to death a dog, which they believed 

was one of a gang of thieves who transform themselves into animals to carry out their crimes. The story 

was reported on the front page of the London Financial Times. "When a dog bites a man," it is said, 

"that's not news; but when a man bites a dog, that is news". 

Such stories, however, are apparently not news for very long. Indeed the most extraordinary examples 

of people taking retribution against animals seem to have been almost totally forgotten. A few years ago 

I lighted on a book, first published in 1906, with the surprising title The Criminal Prosecution and 

Capital Punishment of Animals by E.P.Evans, author of Animal Symbolism in Ecclesiastical 

Architecture, Bugs and Beasts before the Law, etc., etc. The frontispiece showed an engraving of a pig, 

dressed up in a jacket and breeches, being strung up on a gallows in the market square of a town in 

Normandy in 1386; the pig had been formally tried and convicted of murder by the local court. When I 

borrowed the book from the Cambridge University Library, I showed this picture of the pig to the 

librarian. "Is it a joke?", she asked. 

No, it was not a joke. All over Europe, throughout the middle-ages and right on into the 19th century, 

animals were, as it turns out, tried for human crimes. Dogs, pigs, cows, rats and even flies and 

caterpillars were arraigned in court on charges ranging from murder to obscenity. The trials were 

conducted with full ceremony: evidence was heard on both sides, witnesses were called, and in many 

cases the accused animal was granted a form of legal aid -- a lawyer being appointed at the tax-payer's 

expense to conduct the animal’s defence. 

In 1494, for example, near Clermont in France a young pig was arrested for having "strangled and 

defaced a child in its cradle". Several witnesses were examined, who testified that "on the morning of 

Easter Day, the infant being left alone in its cradle, the said pig entered during the said time the said 

house and disfigured and ate the face and neck of the said child .. which in consequence departed this 

life." Having weighed up the evidence and found no extenuating circumstances, the judge gave 

sentence: 

We, in detestation and horror of the said crime, and to the end that an example may be made and justice 

maintained, have said, judged, sentenced, pronounced and appointed that the said porker, now detained as 

a prisoner and confined in the said abbey, shall be by the master of high works hanged and strangled on a 

gibbet of wood. 

https://archive.org/stream/cu31924021236017
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Evans' book details more than two hundred such cases: sparrows being prosecuted for chattering in 

Church, a pig executed for stealing a communion wafer, a cock burnt at the stake for laying an egg. As 

I read my eyes grew wider and wider. Why did no one tell us this at school? Why were we taught so 

many dreary facts of history at school, and not taught these? 

 

Illustration entitled "Trial of a Sow and Pigs at Lavegny" taken from The Book of Days (1863) edited 

by Robert Chambers — Source. 

We all know how King Canute attempted to stay the tide at Lambeth; but who has heard, for example, 

of the solemn threats made against the tides of locusts which threatened to engulf the countryside of 

France and Italy? The Pied Piper, who charmed the rats from Hamelin is a part of legend; but who has 

heard of Bartholomew Chassenée, a French jurist of the sixteenth century, who made his reputation at 

the bar as the defence counsel for some rats? The rats had been put on trial in the ecclesiastical court 

on the charge of having "feloniously eaten up and wantonly destroyed" the local barley. When the 

https://archive.org/stream/cu31924014604627#page/n139/mode/1up
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culprits did not in fact turn up in court on the appointed day, Chassenée made use of all his legal 

cunning to excuse them. They had, he urged in the first place, probably not received the summons since 

they moved from village to village; but even if they had received it they were probably too frightened to 

obey, since as everyone knew they were in danger of being set on by their mortal enemies the cats. On 

this point Chassenée addressed the court at some length, in order to show that if a person be cited to 

appear at a place to which he cannot come in safety, he may legally refuse. The judge, recognising the 

justice of this claim, but being unable to persuade the villagers to keep their cats indoors, was obliged to 

let the matter drop. 

For an animal found guilty, the penalty was dire. The Normandy pig, depicted in the frontispiece of the 

Evans book, was charged with having torn the face and arms of a baby in its cradle. The pig was 

sentenced to be "mangled and maimed in the head forelegs", and then - dressed up in a jacket and 

breeches - to be hung from a gallows in the market square. 

But, as we have seen with Chassenée's rats, the outcome of these trials was not inevitable. In doubtful 

cases the courts appear in general to have been lenient, on the principle of "innocent until proved guilty 

beyond reasonable doubt". In 1587, a gang of weevils, accused of damaging a vineyard, were deemed to 

have been exercising their natural rights to eat - and, in compensation, were granted a vineyard of their 

own. In 1457 a sow was convicted of murder and sentenced to be "hanged by the hind feet from a 

gallows tree". Her six piglets, being found stained with blood, were included in the indictment as 

accomplices. But no evidence was offered against them, and on account of their tender age they were 

acquitted. In 1750 a man and a she-ass were taken together in an act of buggery. The prosecution asked 

for the death sentence for both of them. After due process of law the man was sentenced, but the animal 

was let off on the ground that she was the victim of violence and had not participated in her master's 

crime of her own free-will. The local priest gave evidence that he had known the said she-ass for four 

years, that she had always shown herself to be virtuous and well-behaved, that she had never given 

occasion of scandal to anyone, and that therefore he was "willing to bear witness that she is in word 

and deed and in all her habits of life a most honest creature." 

What was the purpose of these lengthy and extravagant procedures? A desire for revenge cannot have 

been the only motive. Evans cites cases of inanimate objects being brought before the law. In Greece, a 

statue that fell on a man was charged with murder and sentenced to be thrown into the sea; in Russia, a 

bell that peeled too gleefully on the occasion of the assassination of a prince was charged with treason 

and exiled to Siberia. 

The protection of society cannot have been the only motive either. Evans tells of the bodies of criminals, 

already dead, being brought to trial. Pope Stephen VI, on his accession in 896, accused his predecessor, 

Formosus, of sacrilegiously bringing the papal office into disrepute. The body of the dead pope was 

exhumed, dressed in the pontifical robes and set up on a throne in St. Peter's, where a deacon was 

appointed to defend him. When the verdict of guilty was pronounced, the executioner thrust Formosus 
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from the throne, stripped him of his robes, cut off the three benedictory fingers of his right hand and 

threw his body "as a pestilential thing" into the Tiber. 

 

Detail from a page in the Appendix of The Criminal Prosecution and Capital Punishment of 

Animals (1906) by E.P.Evans — Source 

 

Taken together, Evans' cases suggest that again and again, the true purpose of the trials was 

psychological. People were living at times of deep uncertainty. Both the Greeks and medieval 

Europeans had in common a deep fear of lawlessness: not so much fear of laws being contravened, as 

the much worse fear that the world they lived in might not be a lawful place at all. A statue fell on a 

man out of the blue, a pig killed a baby while its mother was at mass, swarms of locusts appeared from 

nowhere and devastated the crops, the Holy See was becoming riddled with corruption. At first sight 

such misfortunes can have appeared to have no rhyme or reason to them. To an extent that we today 

cannot find easy to conceive, these people of the pre-scientific era lived every day at the edge of 

explanatory darkness. No wonder if, like Einstein in the twentieth century, they were terrified of the 

real possibility that "God was playing dice with the universe". 

https://archive.org/stream/cu31924021236017
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Image from the title page of The Criminal Prosecution and Capital Punishment of Animals (1906) by 

E.P.Evans — Source. 

The same anxiety has indeed continued to pervade more modern minds. Dostoevsky's Ivan Karamazov, 

having declared that "Everything is permitted", concluded that were his thesis to be generally 

acknowledged "every living force on which all life depends would dry up at once". Alexander Pope 

claimed that "order is heaven's first law". And Yeats drew a grim picture of a lawless world: 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer; 

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world. 

Yet the natural universe, lawful as it may in fact have always been, was never in all respects self-

evidently lawful. And people's need to believe that it was so, their faith in determinism, that everything 

was not permitted, that the centre did hold, had to be continually confirmed by the success of their 

attempts at explanation. 

So the law courts, on behalf of society, took matters into their own hands. Just as today, when things 

are unexplained, we expect the institutions of science to put the facts on trial, one can see the whole 

purpose of the legal actions as being to establish cognitive control. In other words, the job of the courts 

was to domesticate chaos, to impose order on a world of accidents -- and specifically to make sense of 

certain seemingly inexplicable events by redefining them as crimes. 

I read some years ago another report in a London newspaper: 

A jilted woman who attempted suicide by leaping from a 12th floor window but landed on and killed a 

street salesman has been charged with manslaughter. Prosecutors in Taipei, Taiwan said 21-year-old Ho 

Yu-Mei was responsible for the death of the food salesman because she failed to make sure that there was 

no one below when she jumped. Ho had argued that she thought the man would have moved away by the 

https://archive.org/stream/cu31924021236017
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time she hit the ground. She also said she had threatened earlier to sue the salesman because "he 

interfered" with her freedom to take her own life. If convicted, Ho could be imprisoned for two years. 

Who says that the medieval obsession with responsibility has gone away? 

But it was with dogs as criminals I began, and with dogs as criminals I'll end. A story in The Times 

some years ago told how a dead dog had been thrown by an unknown hand from the roof of a sky-

scraper in Johannesburg, had landed on a man and flattened him -- the said man having in 

consequence departed this life. The headline read -- oh, how un-newsworthy! -- DOG KILLS MAN. I 

wonder what Chassenée or E.P.Evans would have made of that. 

Public Domain Works 

• The Criminal Prosecution and Capital Punishment of Animals 

E. P. Evans1906 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

• "The Trials of Animals and Insects", in American Philosophical Transactions 

Hampton Carlson1917 

o Internet Archive 

TEXTS 

https://archive.org/stream/cu31924021236017
https://archive.org/stream/proceedingsofame56ameruoft#page/410/mode/2up
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Further Reading 

• Strange Histories: The Trial of the Pig, the Walking Dead, and Other Matters of Fact from the 

Medieval and Renaissance Worlds 

By Darren Oldridge 

A serious account of some of the most extraordinary occurrences of European and North American 

history and explains how they made sense to people living at the time. 

 

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/bugs-and-beasts-before-the-law   

https://publicdomainreview.org/essay/bugs-and-beasts-before-the-law
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Four psycholinguistics tips for recognizing and using irony 

LINGUISTICS 

ByInvited Researcher June 1, 2022 0 comments Print 

Authors: Anas Maya & Mariia Porunkova, students of the European Master’s in Clinical 

Linguistics & Adrià Rofes, assistant professor of neurolinguistics at the University of Groningen 

Have you ever been in a situation in which irony was misunderstood as sincerity? For example, let’s say 

you’re at a clothing store with a friend of yours and you see a really ugly shirt on display. You say “Look! 

What a nice shirt!”. The next thing you know, your friend decides to buy you the exact same shirt. Ta-da! You 

end up having to wear an ugly shirt because your irony was not understood. Sounds familiar? Or are you that 

friend? Generally, we are good at making and understanding ironic comments, but mistakes do happen every 

so often. To help you avoid such mistakes, we will provide you with four tips based on psycholinguistics 

research on recognizing and using irony successfully. 

Source: Dunk / 

flickr 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/linguistics/
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/06/01/four-psycholinguistics-tips-for-recognizing-and-using-irony/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2022/06/01/four-psycholinguistics-tips-for-recognizing-and-using-irony/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
javascript:window.print()
https://www.emcl.eu/
https://www.emcl.eu/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dullhunk/6861665259
https://www.flickr.com/photos/dullhunk/6861665259
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1. Context matters! Ironic comments often mismatch the preceding context, and speakers usually rely on this 

inconsistency as a clue for irony (e.g., Deliens et al., 2018). For example, if you had told your friend on the 

way to the store that you dislike shirts with floral patterns, they would have guessed that your comment was 

ironic if the shirt you were commenting on had flowers all over it. It would be difficult for your friend to 

notice your irony if they do not know much about your sense of fashion. So, next time you want to make an 

ironic comment, remember to provide your listener with some background information. 

2. Read the speaker’s mind! By definition, ironic comments are the opposite of what the speaker intends to 

communicate (e.g., Winner & Leekam, 1991). If we figure out the intention of the speaker, we can also 

understand whether they are using irony or not. Psychologists call this capacity “theory of mind”, and it refers 

to the ability to make good guesses about the beliefs and minds of others (Baron-Cohen et al., 1985). Theory 

of mind enables you to take into account that the intentions of the speakers do not always align with the words 

they speak. In the example above, without considering your intention to be ironic, your friend might end up 

believing that in fact, you do like that shirt. Theory of mind does not come naturally to everyone. For 

example, people with schizophrenia may find it difficult to bear in mind the intentions of others. 

Consequently, they tend to interpret ironic comments as serious, which can lead to major misunderstandings 

(Piovan et al., 2016). To communicate irony effectively, it is necessary to make our intentions known to our 

listener, and to recognize irony, we may need to detect ironic intentions. Mind-reading in itself is a 

challenging task, so move on to step 3 for a pro tip! 

3. Look for the clues! Besides their words, ironic speakers will drop a hint or two to make their irony known 

to others (e.g., Aguert, 2022; Attardo, 2003). Where should we look for these hints? We can find clues in 

intonation and facial expressions! When being ironic, we often speak slower than usual (Bryant, 2010). Also, 

we tend to say the words that are not to be taken literally in a louder voice: “What a NICE shirt!” (Attardo, 

2003). Different facial expressions can also be spotted as a sign of irony. Ironic speakers can raise their 

eyebrows briefly (a behavior known as an eyebrow flash), look away from the listener, or force a smile. There 

is no one-and-only signal for irony, but speakers often make a unique expression that they do not usually use 

when they are not being ironic (Aguert, 2022). Not all speakers employ these expressions. Hence, to be on the 

safe side, consider flashing your eyebrows or changing your tone to help your interlocutor identify your irony. 

4. Know whom you are talking to. Irony is not only judged by what and how something is said, but also 

by who says it (e.g., Pexman & Olineck, 2002). You probably know someone who uses irony so often that 

you struggle to discern whether they are serious about what they say. When judging irony, we consider 

whether the speaker likes to joke or not and how often they do that. People are less likely to perceive irony 

coming from, say, an accountant, than from a comedian (Pexman & Olineck, 2002). When we meet someone 

new, we cannot take these factors into consideration. This is why it takes some time to understand the irony of 

one another – all the reason to use tips 1 – 3 with new people to avoid misunderstanding and confusion. If you 

are often ironic and you do not use tips 1 – 3, your irony probably will not land with new friends. 

In summary: recognizing and using irony is not easy. Research in psycholinguistics stresses the role of 

considering the context, the intentions of the speaker, their tone of voice and facial expressions, and, last but 
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not least, their character. So, next time you manage to recognize that someone is being ironic instantly, pat 

yourself on the back for being such a good psycholinguistic detective. 
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A five-lane highway expansion threatened to destroy the Phillips community, a historic heirs’ property 

settlement community near Charleston, South Carolina. The neighborhood fought back and won — but 

survival is still a delicate art. 

Story by Josina Guess | Photos by Gavin McIntyre 

They take our land / They take our rights / But they’ll never know our power / We put up the fight. 

 — Ranky Tanky, “Freedom”  

 

“You know how long it takes to do this?” Richard Habersham asks, cradling a 5-foot fishing net made 

decades ago by a long-departed neighbor. The endless wave of Charleston traffic hums as he spreads the 

nylon web on his lap. Habersham shows the subtle shift in knot pattern that allows the conical net to flatten 

when it hits the water. He remembers watching his neighbor sit out on his porch making cast nets with a 

palm-stem needle, his hands deftly looping in a blur of well-practiced precision. Habersham says it would 

take about two weeks to craft one net. 

Habersham, 68, a retired truck driver, doesn’t count the hours he spends advocating on behalf of Phillips, the 

small unincorporated community in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, where he and his family have lived for 

generations. “But it’s a lot,” he concedes. “It’s a lot.” 

He’d spent the previous afternoon showing me around Phillips, introducing me to neighbors Jonathan Ford 

and the Rev. Elijah Smalls and walking me through pines, palms, and graves. We talked about his work as 

president of the Phillips Community Association and their hopes for the community’s survival. The historic 

heirs’ property settlement community was founded in the 1870s by formerly enslaved African American 

people. Two years ago, Charleston County proposed a five-lane highway expansion that would have 

imperiled the delicate threads that make Phillips what it is. 
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Richard Habersham walks away from a bridge over Horlbeck Creek in the Phillips community. 

He pulls the nets from the back of his pickup and we sit on a bench in front of The Cigar Factory on East Bay 

Street, a 25-minute drive from Phillips. Temperatures are in the mid-90s. People come and go from air-

conditioned buildings, but for a brief moment we are frozen in time. The cast net, like sweetgrass baskets and 

the Gullah way of speaking, even the simple act of sitting outside on a hot day, are among the many links 

connecting Habersham and his neighborhood to a centuries-old cultural heritage.  

Habersham holds these strands in his fingers. His grandfather was a fisherman, his days shaped around nets 

and tides. His great-grandfather ran a gristmill, where his days revolved around mules and corn. Habersham 

doesn’t spend his days by the water or tilling soil. His is a world of maps and meetings. Flip phone in hand, 

Habersham dials numbers and strategizes to build an expanding network of support to preserve his 

community. 
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A few blocks down East Bay Street, in the Charleston office of the Southern Environmental Law 

Center (SELC), Jenny Brennan outlines the ongoing struggle Phillips and many communities like it 

face. “Settlement communities along the coast are being increasingly pushed out by growth pressures, 

development pressures, and property taxes,” Brennan says. 

The proposed five-lane highway project, known as Alternative 1 of the Highway 41 widening, would have 

been the end of a way of life for a neighborhood that has weathered nearly 150 years with a sense of cohesion 

and continued connection.  

“The road was going to go right up to some people’s doors,” Brennan says. Although the proposed plan 

suggested that no one would be displaced, houses along the direct route would have been unlivable. “You 

open your door and there’s a five-lane highway, it’s ridiculous,” Brennan says, envisioning the widened road 

as originally planned.  

“It would be the death knell [for Phillips]; it would be really difficult for anybody to hold onto their land at 

that point.” 

Back in 1942, Highway 41 cut through the largely self-contained Phillips. The two-lane road split family 

plots, leaving houses on one side and triangles of land, family, and friends on the other. The old Phillips 

school had been in the middle of the path of Highway 41. The road builders moved the school building to one 

side, leaving the outhouse on the other side. Already subjected to unequal spending in segregated schools, 

Phillips schoolchildren had to cross a two-lane road just to use the restroom. In those Jim Crow years, no one 

asked Phillips community residents for their input.  
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This pattern was repeated across the United States. A boom of highway construction in the 1950s and ’60s 

destroyed and often targeted Black neighborhoods, displacing at least 1 million people. In the Charleston area 

alone, highways 526, I-26, and 17 were built through and continue to negatively impact Black communities.  

For the first half of the 20th century, Mount Pleasant was a rural fishing village of around 5,000 people. The 

population continues to swell and has risen to 95,300, making the city the fourth most populated in the state. 

All those people make for a lot of traffic.  

With the increase in traffic and development, the Phillips Community Association had been anticipating a 

need for traffic mitigation. In 2005, with help from the Coastal Conservation League (CCL), the  Phillips 

Community Association worked with a private consultant to design a three-lane road and roundabouts that 

would improve traffic flow and not displace anyone. This plan was presented to the Charleston Area 

Transportation Study (CHATS) and included as a viable option under consideration. By early 2020, the 

county had 12 options: Alternative 7a, which was built on Phillips’ 2005 plan, was favored as it avoided 

major impacts to the community. “All signs pointed to 7a,” said Jason Crowley, CCL’s senior program 

director for communities and transportation, “because it was just as fast and easy.” 

In early August 2020, Charleston County presented Alternative 1, a plan to widen 41 to five lanes. Because of 

COVID-19, attendants would meet on Zoom. The people of Phillips, many of whom are elderly, insisted that 

it be in person, outdoors, with masks and careful social distancing measures in place. After announcing its 

selection of Alternative 1, the county asked Phillips residents to express any concerns one on one at 

designated tables. Instead, the people of Phillips stayed together and expressed their concerns publicly. They 

made it clear that Alternative 1 did not reflect the neighborhood’s input. 

Brennan was at that meeting, as was Crowley from CCL. Though people were respectful at the meeting, they 

both remember emotions running high among residents who feared their neighborhood would be destroyed 

and that all their efforts to present a meaningful alternative had been ignored. Crowley and Brennan left that 

August meeting energized to act. Brennen went home, and got to work, beginning with “a ton of emails.” 

Dozens of organizations and local historical preservation and advocacy groups joined in, recognizing the 

flaws in the proposed highway expansion. David Slade, who has reported extensively about Phillips, wrote 

about that meeting in The [Charleston] Post and Courier. Other news reports and opinion pieces spread local 

awareness. After an open comment period, thousands of people weighed in on behalf of a neighborhood of a 

few hundred people. In 2021, the Charleston County Council voted on a revised compromise that is very 

similar to 7a. 

 

https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-freeways-flattened-black-neighborhoods-nationwide-2021-05-25/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-freeways-flattened-black-neighborhoods-nationwide-2021-05-25/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/interactive/2021/highways-black-homes-removal-racism/
https://www.postandcourier.com/news/major-change-of-plans-for-highway-41-in-mount-pleasant-unveiled-by-charleston-county/article_89cc80f8-e8dc-11eb-8878-83bb2b891d40.html
https://www.postandcourier.com/news/major-change-of-plans-for-highway-41-in-mount-pleasant-unveiled-by-charleston-county/article_89cc80f8-e8dc-11eb-8878-83bb2b891d40.html
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Traffic drives along Highway 41 past a historical marker for the Phillips community. 

 “What helped was [our partners],” Habersham reflects, knowing that those relationships and expanding 

network of people helped them win. “We started complaining in 1999 about the comprehensive plan and said 

we wanted a three-lane highway with some roundabouts. Went to the Coastal Conservation League, Coastal 

Community Foundation, and Jennie Stephens with the Center for Heirs’ Property [Preservation]. Having those 

connections helped a whole lot. When we had people backing us, that made a big difference.” 

“This story has been told before,” Brennan says, “where there has been a road put through an heirs’ property 

settlement community and people didn’t bat an eye.” By connecting the intersecting loops of history, 

environmental justice, and cultural preservation, Phillips was able to change its story. 
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Inside his one-story home in Phillips, Habersham digs through piles of maps. Although he has lived in 

Phillips his whole life, the house he lives in was built in 1989. He jokingly calls himself the poster child for 

his neighborhood, but to many, Habersham is the map man. He starts with the pile beside the white couch in 

his living room, and then moves to the back room. After rustling through the stacks, he emerges with three 

maps.  

He unfurls the first one to show how the shape of the neighborhood has remained largely unchanged for more 

than 300 years:  

Plan of a body of land. Located in Christ Church Parish — Consisting of 500 acres granted to Robert 

Fenwick in 1694 but now belonging to Sarah Rutledge in 1768.  

“We can document this history from its founding. [Phillips] was the Rutledge Plantation,” Habersham 

explains. Sarah and her husband, Dr. John Rutledge, had seven children, the most famous of whom were John 

Rutledge, a framer of the U.S. Constitution and the first governor of South Carolina, and Edward Rutledge, 

the youngest signer of the Declaration of Independence. 

“This is their birthplace,” Habersham continues. “How many other places can document two founding fathers 

born in their community?”  

Of course, the history of people on that piece of land goes further back than Fenwicks and Rutledges. 

Indigenous people who first lived here were decimated by disease and genocide. Linguistic traces remain in 

the names of places like the nearby Wando River. Soon, African people who survived the transatlantic slave 

trade were forced onto this landscape. Vast wealth was built upon their stolen labor upon stolen land.  
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Habersham has learned more African American history in the past 20 years of neighborhood advocacy than 

he ever learned in school.  

“Did you ever see how they fed the [enslaved] kids?” he asks. “In a hog trough! In a hog trough!” he says, 

shaking his head. “Some of the other things they did, whoa, they don’t want to tell you all that stuff, or tell 

how cruel it was. Some people say, ‘All slave masters weren’t cruel.’ What? Owning slaves was cruel!” 

 

Richard Habersham points to a copy of a map of the Phillips community from the 1700s. 

The next map Habersham lays down shows the land in 1875. In the years following the Civil War, many 

farms were abandoned or sold off. Phillips’ founders paid around $10 per acre for the former pecan 

plantation. They included, notably, four Civil War veterans and two female heads of household, Sarah 

Wiseman and Betty Bailey. Most purchased 10-acre plots, but 70-year-old Sippio Smalls — the great-
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grandfather of Habersham’s neighbor the Rev. Elijah Smalls — purchased 35 acres, and Thomas Tonneau, 

who owned a boardinghouse, bought 25 acres. 

Phillips’ founders set to work chopping down pecan trees to make way for wooden houses, churches, a 

school, a Society Hall, and acres of farmland. The community was once largely self-sustaining, growing rice, 

meat, fruit and vegetables. 

“It’s no question that slavery was evil, that’s a given. It’s what our ancestors did just 10 years later,” 

Habersham says, “to save and purchase this land for their grandchildren. Imagine what they did to survive, 

and the culture that they brought forth. That’s what amazes 

me!”  

 

The RiverTowne development, seen from Horlbeck Creek. 
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Over that map, Habersham lays a current map of Phillips; many of the parcels of the 422-acre neighborhood 

are the same and have remained in the same families since the 1870s. As families grew, more houses popped 

up around original homes. He points to large yellow rectangles indicating land that used to be part of Phillips 

but was annexed by Mount Pleasant. 

His finger hovers over Phillips Creek, a nearby development with homes starting at $700,000, and points to 

places with names like Dunes West, Park West, and RiverTowne. These  encroaching developments aren’t 

just raising the tax base and real estate prices, they have increased the flow of water and traffic through 

Phillips, too. Though Habersham describes Phillips as an island within Mount Pleasant, geographically, it is 

becoming more like a valley, as developments literally raise the ground around them.  

“Before, we didn’t have a problem with flooding,” Habersham explains. Developments started popping up in 

the 1980s, and developers continue to build. “Park West is the major development around here. When they 

cut all the trees down, they elevated their property. Where does all that water go? Water goes to the lowest 

point.” 

In a public response to Alternative 1, SELC described how developments add to both traffic and stormwater 

runoff. This results in flooding through “the associated destruction of wetlands and proliferation of 

impervious surfaces. …” With more roads and buildings and fewer trees and wetlands, drainage has become a 

major issue for coastal communities.  “The [Phillips] community now experiences regular flooding that 

causes significant damages to property and traps residents due to flooded roadways,” the letter continues. 

“I’ve been living here [in this house] 32 years,” Habersham tells me. “The last major storm we had, I had 

water in my garage. You couldn’t see my yard — the water went across 41.” The expansion plan would only 

have made it worse. 
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Habersham drives me to an open-air pavilion on a 10-acre undeveloped wooded parcel and points to 

where a baseball and football field used to be. The Community Association, with support from the 

Charleston County Greenbelt Program, purchased this plot of land for a little under $1 million and has plans 

to build a learning center and a Society Hall, much like the one the founders built, while leaving the majority 

of it in its natural state, including revitalized walking and biking trails.   

Jonathan Ford unloads a few boxes of pizza and chicken wings along with a cooler of water and sodas before 

we sit down. “He’s the community chef,” Habersham says of Ford, who keeps everyone well-fed at Phillips’ 

community day picnic and other events. As we wait on the Rev. Elijah Smalls to join us, Ford, 63, retired 

from over two decades in the military, gives me a crash course on local taxes, property values, community 

engagement, and intergenerational prosperity.  

“What was left to us was like money in the bank; it was wealth to us. You could always come back home,” 

Ford explains. But it's getting harder for low- or fixed-income homeowners to maintain their homes, a story 

that is playing out in urban and rural communities across this nation. 

“Let’s say I’m a developer,” Ford explains. “And I, basically, don’t — well, I have a heart, but I tuck it back 

in the corner somewhere; and I know that you can’t pay the taxes on your property. I’m not gonna say, ‘Hey, 

let me give you $10 million on this property.’  

“No, I’ll just wait until you can’t pay the taxes, either buy it on sheriff's sale or I’ll wait until you’re desperate 

and pay you $100,000, and then sell it for $5 million.”  

https://coastalcommunityfoundation.org/with-support-from-ccfs-n-e-w-fund-phillips-community-revitalizes-community-walking-trail-enhancing-sense-of-place-after-enduring-major-threat-last-year/
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The Rev. Elijah Smalls (left) and Jonathan Ford sit at a table in the Phillips community gathering area. 

Sales of heirs’ properties can get especially dicey, and they rarely, if ever, profit the seller. If a property owner 

dies without a will or a clear way to transfer the title, the property automatically belongs to all heirs. When an 

heir wants to sell, an enormous amount goes to lawyers’ fees because three attorneys are needed: a lawyer for 

the seller, a lawyer for the buyer, and a lawyer for the unknown heirs. It can take several months or 

years.“Things can get crooked,” Ford says. 

If a sale goes through, what’s left, after lawyers’ fees, is distributed among the heirs. A $500,000 sale divided 

among 10 people wouldn’t enable anyone to purchase land or a house in this region. 
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“It seems like a lot of money, but when you break it down, it's not that much,” Habersham adds. “What you 

gonna do with $50,000 in this area?” 

Habersham says 10 heirs is a generous estimate, since some heirs’ properties have more than 100 claimants 

spread out across the country. For the ones who could have lost their homes through the highway expansion, 

there would have been little hope of return to local homeownership. In July 2022, the median list price of 

single-family homes in Mount Pleasant was $849,600. Working-class people are being increasingly priced out 

of the area. 

“You’ve got people right on the edge of poverty and you’re throwing them in the deep end of poverty,” 

Habersham says. “That’s what the road would have meant.” 

The Rev. Smalls, 79, a retired respiratory therapist, joins the conversation. I had said something about the 

importance of talking openly about things that a lot of people don’t like to talk about, like racism, classism, 

and climate change. Smalls, a minister at Greater Goodwill AME Church in the nearby Seven Mile 

community, offers a word. 

“Those who are suffering the racism don’t mind talking about it,” he says. “Those who are abusing it, they 

don’t want to hear anything about it. Until someone is able to say, ‘Well, I’m sorry; I was wrong,’ there won’t 

be any headway made, and the abusers, they won’t say that.”  

“We never wanted to fight the white-Black issue,” Ford emphasizes. “We’ve got deeds, our people bought 

this property, we are property owners, we’re taxpayers. We want the same thing that’s granted to other 

taxpayers. If you listen to them, listen to us.” 

Although the Phillips community is satisfied that Highway 41 will not expand, residents know there are 

ongoing struggles to maintain and hold onto property.  

“It’s the quality of life, it’s not an investment,” Ford says. “It’s home.” 
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Phillips’ struggle is not unique, but the victory could help more individuals and communities hold onto 

their homes, a fight that the Center for Heirs’ Property Preservation knows all too well. Josh Walden 

began as a supervising attorney in 2009 with the North Charleston-based center and is now the chief operating 

officer. Before that, he’d been practicing law for several years and felt like he wasn’t actually putting his law 

degree to good use. Now he has the satisfaction of helping provide legal services to people who wouldn’t 

have been able to afford it. Under the leadership of Jennie Stephens, the center has grown from working with 

heirs’ property owners in five South Carolina counties to serving 22 counties. They also get calls from across 

the country; Walden had recently fielded calls from Oklahoma, Florida, and Virginia. He helped clarify the 

differences between heirs’ property settlement communities and heirs’ properties.  

Phillips, as a settlement community, was formed by a group of people over a century ago and has a sense of 

cultural and geographic cohesion. The term “heirs’ property” can apply to any single piece of real estate 

whose owner died without leaving a will. Heirs’ properties can be in urban, suburban, or rural communities of 

any ethnic background. The common denominator is that people with a valid reason to not trust legal systems 

are the most likely not to leave a will, and their property then becomes vulnerable. Quite often the situation is 

characterized by what Walden describes as a mixture of “institutional racism with a socioeconomic overlay.” 

By offering preventive legal services, educational services, will clinics, and community workshops, the 

Center for Heirs’ Property Preservation assists individuals and families in understanding their rights and in 

holding onto family land. 

Oftentimes, predatory lending comes into play when land that seemed undesirable suddenly becomes 

interesting to businesses and developers. In the case of coastal Gullah and Geechee communities, Walden 

noted, property values began to skyrocket after mosquito abatement and roads made the land much more 

attractive to outsiders.  

“[The people of Phillips] were able to work with partners and mobilize to make this an issue that came to the 

forefront,” Walden points out. “They made enough noise; they made it uncomfortable enough to have an 

effect. Phillips became a squeaky wheel to the nth degree.  

“The path of least resistance oftentimes is through communities that are working-class, and it just happens 

and no one pays attention,” he continues. Walden feels certain that if Habersham and his neighbors had not 
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pushed back as strategically and persistently as they had, there would be a five-lane road tearing through their 

community. 

 

 

 

Brennan, in her work as the Science and Policy Analyst for Charleston’s SELC office, enjoys bridging 

the perceived gap between ecology and communities. She grew up outside Charleston in Moncks Corner 

when it was still rural and loved to spend time outdoors. In her childhood, she noticed the landscape change as 

development grew and forested wetlands shrank.  

It wasn’t until she was a student at the College of Charleston, studying geology, that she realized she could 

build a career in environmental work. In graduate school, she continued to work on the connections between 

people and water and started working at SELC in 2017. It was the start of the Trump administration, and she 

and many of her classmates wondered how devastating the administration would be for environmental law. 

What began as a one-year job has continued for the past five years. 

“I dislike the concept that environmental work is siloed. We use the term ‘environment,’ but it also means 

people and everything connected to that,” Brennan says. “You can’t have healthy communities without 

having a healthy environment as well.” 
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Jenny Brennan, the science and policy analyst for Southern Environmental Law Center, stands inside the 

center’s office. 

Phillips was the first community that she partnered with in her new job, and she wishes every neighborhood 

had someone like Richard Habersham. “He leads by consensus building,” Brennan notes. “He always says he 

doesn’t speak ‘for’ Phillips but he speaks ‘on behalf of’ his community.” 

In addition to strong leadership and cohesive community, Phillips had federal environmental laws on its side. 

Ford recalled hearing someone say, “The NEPA process, that’s what’s going to save you” at a community 

meeting. He didn’t know what ‘NEPA’ meant; it was like learning a new language. But once they worked 

through the translation, the people of Phillips knew that they had a means by which to stop the county from 

widening 41.  
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Charleston County had not demonstrated that they had followed NEPA when they showed the plan to Phillips 

in August 2020. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires that agencies are legally obligated 

to consider the environmental impact on communities before presenting a plan. “For many residents, this 

project would amount to a de facto relocation, with traffic, noise, smells, visual disturbances, and stormwater 

runoff making their generational properties unlivable,” Chris DeScherer, director of the South Carolina office, 

wrote in SELC’s response to the plan.  

Federal laws like NEPA exist to ensure that local communities respect citizens and the environment. But they 

only work if they are enforced. By holding the county accountable to the NEPA process, Phillips and its 

partners were able to gather community input and introduce a better plan that protected homes and had less of 

an overall impact on the environment. 

In August 2021, the Phillips community was designated a Charleston County historic district, and it’s in the 

process of being admitted to the National Register of Historic Places. Phillips is the first African American 

settlement community to be locally designated in Charleston County. Habersham is hopeful that these 

designations will slow development and help people to see and protect the national value of Phillips and other 

heirs’ property settlement communities along the coast. 

 

 

 

Most of the houses in Phillips are one-story, with some parcels of land containing single- and double-

wide trailers. Some lots have backyard chickens and goats, a clothesline, machinery in the yard  — sights 

and sounds that surrounding homeowners associations forbid.  

“You can do things here that you can’t do in a subdivision. Some people have boats here. In Dunes West and 

Park West, you have to pay a rental fee just to keep your boat in the boatyard. Here you put it in the backyard. 

I have a tractor in my backyard,” Habersham says. “In the subdivision, ain’t no way I could have all that.” 

https://www.epa.gov/nepa/what-national-environmental-policy-act
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Habersham points to the houses that would have been destroyed, and then describes how the new three-lane 

road, projected to be built in 2025, will allow for easier left turns. 

We are driving toward the graves of some of Phillips’ founders, past the RiverTowne golf course and palatial 

multistory homes with manicured lawns and gurgling fountains. Habersham is quick to point out that many of 

the retirees who live here aren’t the super-rich. They moved here from places like New York and sold their 

homes with enough money to retire at this beautiful location near the beach. The problem is that builders keep 

building and people keep buying and the impact is felt the hardest by the communities that have been here the 

longest and yet have the most to lose. 

 

Richard Habersham looks at the gravestone of John Ernest Watson in a wooded area beside Parkers Island 

Cemetery Park in the RiverTowne neighborhood. 
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We park by a wooden boardwalk leading into a thicket where two wooden bench swings sit empty along a 

pine-shaded gravel path. A small sign reading “Parkers Island Cemetery Park” is the first solid clue that this 

park was once a burial ground. A few pink flags wave from metal wires on a grassy patch, indicating graves 

beneath the surface. Habersham explains that surveyors used ultrasound to locate unmarked graves. “This 

whole area”  — he sweeps his arm over the paths, the swings, and beyond the fence  — “is the graveyard.” 

Habersham leads me to a few tombstones of Phillips’ founders lying just beyond the border fence. We find 

Benjamin Bennett of the 128th Regiment, United States Colored Infantry. Habersham tells me that Samuel 

Scott, another veteran of the USCI, is buried in the cemetery, but we can’t find the marker. 

Habersham has not only his own genealogy and land history memorized, but also the history of many 

neighbors going back generations. He’s excited about the prospect of historical tourism, both to keep these 

stories alive and to create jobs within Phillips. 

Habersham points to the leaning tombstone for Daniel Jermin, one of the Rev. Smalls’great-grandfathers. 

In memory of Daniel Jerman 

Born Nov. 24, 1832 

Died Jan 8, 1901  

He lived and died a true Christian and now is at rest. 
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Richard Habersham spreads a palmetto tree leaf to reveal the materials needed to make sweetgrass baskets. 

As a child, Habersham would gather palm leaves, pine needles, and sweetgrass for basket making — another 

African artform that continues in Phillips and other Gullah-Geechee communities along the South Carolina 

and Georgia coasts. His sister and niece, as well as several neighbors, still sew baskets using techniques 

passed down through generations. The destruction of wild spaces makes it increasingly difficult to find 

materials, and many artists have to buy what their ancestors could easily gather. He reaches for a thick cluster 

of palm leaves at the base of a plant and fans them out between his fingers, “This is what they use to make the 

baskets.”  

When we near a branch of Horlbeck Creek, he points to some bulrushes. The dampness in the air reminds you 

that this land where we stand is mostly water. “Have you ever heard the story of why cemeteries were close to 
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the ocean or the creeks?” Habersham asks. “They was always facing toward Africa. They say that, since they 

were stolen, they buried them by the creeks so their spirits could go back home.”  

We return to his car and drive through the subdivision. “See that stuff there?” He points to the landscaping  — 

clusters of grasses growing along a wall.  

“That’s a variation of sweetgrass right there, but that stuff ain’t no good for no baskets ’cause it’s so brittle. 

Once it dries, it crumbles out. Everybody thinks it’s sweetgrass but it's not, it’s just a variation. The 

sweetgrass grows all in the cemetery, around there,” he says, pointing back. 

In the tangled web of history, water, and land, the people of Phillips, like those in all settlement communities 

along the coast, are working hard to stay on the map, to be communities that hold together and don’t crumble.  

 

The Army Corps of Engineers will review the revised plan for a three-lane highway in fall 2022; an open 

comment period will follow. 
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Josina Guess is a senior writer for The Bitter Southerner, a student in the Narrative Nonfiction MFA 

program at the University of Georgia Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication (Class of 

2023), and a contributor to Bigger Than Bravery: Black Resilience and Reclamation in a Time of Pandemic, 

edited by Valerie Boyd (Lookout Books Fall 2022). Read more at Josinaguess.com. 

Gavin McIntyre is a photographer in Charleston, South Carolina, who documents the everyday life of people 

in his community. You can find more of his work at gavinmcintyre.squarespace.com. 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/selc/2022/the-path-of-resistance-phillips-community-

charleston?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=9%2F8%20-

%20Fri%20%28SELC%20%2B%29%20%28XUQKhr%29&_kx=b-

mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx 

  

https://lookout.org/product/bigger-than-bravery-black-resilience-and-reclamation-in-a-time-of-pandemic/
https://www.josinaguess.com/
http://gavinmcintyre.squarespace.com/
https://bittersoutherner.com/selc/2022/the-path-of-resistance-phillips-community-charleston?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=9%2F8%20-%20Fri%20%28SELC%20%2B%29%20%28XUQKhr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/selc/2022/the-path-of-resistance-phillips-community-charleston?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=9%2F8%20-%20Fri%20%28SELC%20%2B%29%20%28XUQKhr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/selc/2022/the-path-of-resistance-phillips-community-charleston?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=9%2F8%20-%20Fri%20%28SELC%20%2B%29%20%28XUQKhr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
https://bittersoutherner.com/selc/2022/the-path-of-resistance-phillips-community-charleston?utm_source=The%20Bitter%20News&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=9%2F8%20-%20Fri%20%28SELC%20%2B%29%20%28XUQKhr%29&_kx=b-mVzBkmZ0lxLxrNUmc3Z2mgVG5IdzImhWoF9KB3wE8p_WveNa84cUhxOGfevPJb.VmuhCx
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Do We Need a Support Group? How Translation Can—and Should—Be a Collective Effort 

Michele Huchison on Creating and Maintaining Literary Community 

By Michele Hutchison 

 

September 8, 2022 

On June 19, 2019, at 12 on the dot, I’m waiting on the jetty outside Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum as I see the 

familiar figure of author Ilja Leonard Pfeijffer, large and well-dressed, emerge from under the arches and 

cross the road, accompanied by a group of publishers holding umbrellas. 

Pfeijffer’s Dutch publishing house, De Arbeiderspers, had decided to celebrate the rights sales for his 

book Grand Hotel Europa with a summit. They invited not just the foreign editors, but also the translators 

https://lithub.com/author/michelehutchison/
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who they had hired, for a discussion on the future of Europe, a contract signing session, and a boat trip 

around the canals. 

When I translated Pfeijffer’s debut novel, Rupert, in 2007, I was just starting out as a translator and had 

no idea what I was getting myself into. Thank God the book was short; it took me a year to understand the 

Dutch, figure out the playful literary style, and render it into some kind of appropriate English. 

errified of getting it wrong, I traveled to Genoa, Pfeijffer’s adoptive city, to ask him a thousand fussy little 

questions about the book. This trip turned out to be a great help when translating his next novel, La 

Superba, which is set there. I was able to refer to the photos I’d taken and remember the walking tour Ilja 

had given me of the city, which also features in the novel—with a character who says some of the things I 

said at the time. It was a bizarre, entertaining experience, translating my own words back into English. 

There was something deeply comforting to know I wasn’t the only translator working on the text, to sense 

the industry of a multitude of us beetling away in unison and to be able to ask for help. 

Cut to a decade later, and I was facing 18 months of translating the bestselling Grand Hotel Europa, a 

compelling novel of ideas set partly in the fading glory of a central European grand hotel. I had a massive 

130,000 words before me, written in an array of registers. Given the book’s popularity in the Netherlands, 

if I mentioned to anyone here that I was about to translate it, I was met with impressed nods and comments 

like, “Wow, you must be good if they’ve commissioned you to do that.” No pressure! 

I pictured myself slogging away on my own, a lonely pilgrim wandering around Venice in Google Street 

View. I would reread The Magic Mountain, watch The Grand Budapest Hotel, and tumble down the usual 

research-related rabbit holes us translators find. But instead, on that fateful day in June, I met three of the 

other translators: Leonor, Gonzalo, and Lutz, working into Portuguese, Spanish, and Croatian, 

respectively. As we drank the free champagne and watched our publishers sign contracts and pose for 

photos, we decided we would meet regularly and discuss the translation challenges we encountered along 

the way. 

However, just after we’d had our first get-together—now joined by the French translator Françoise, 

German translator Ira, and Macedonian translator Zoran, all of whom I’d managed to locate—Covid 

struck. We found ourselves confined to our homes. But by now, we were corresponding regularly by email. 

Hedda, the Norwegian translator, joined the expanding group and swiftly set up a group page and email 

address to make correspondence even easier. There was something deeply comforting to know I wasn’t the 

only translator working on the text, to sense the industry of a multitude of us beetling away in unison and 

to be able to ask for help. 
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We also shared visual aids. For example, Françoise found an image of a coat of arms mentioned in the 

book, which was helpful because none of us knew much about heraldic terminology. Leonor found a 

picture of the family chapel within the Santa Maria di Nazareth church, Lutz picked up on various typos, 

we debated the correct spelling of the Greek word eútektos/eútuktos, we shared information on the order of 

the Maltese knights. Françoise pointed out a hidden Macbeth quote on page 19, Zoran explained 

Macedonian history. 

We talked about the places where the Caravaggio plotline verged from historical fact into fiction, and the 

surprising things we thought were fiction that turned out to be fact. One thing many of us struggled with 

were the sex scenes, imbued with Dutch humor—should they be adapted to our cultural norms or not? 

Were they sexist or not? Irina told me, “The biggest challenge, as far as I am concerned, was to translate 

the sex scenes. Maybe I’m wrong, but I found it to be a mixture of poetry and pornography and I had to 

choose the words very carefully to achieve the same effect.” 

As the weeks went by, we welcomed new members: Tibor, Ryszard, Sanna, Maria, and more, all while 

compiling a list of questions to the author so that he could efficiently answer our queries in one fell swoop. 

There are currently 18 translators in the group and most of us have finished our translations, though some 

joined as part of a second wave. 

One thing many of us struggled with were the sex scenes, imbued with Dutch humor—should they be 

adapted to our cultural norms or not? 

Irina, the Romanian translator wrote to me, “Unfortunately, it wasn’t really a collaboration for me 

because I could only start working when many of you had already finished the translation, but I found it 

very useful to read your comments. An example was the sentence on page 84 which compares a place in 

size to Dutch municipality Barneveld. Thanks to the fact that you had already been in contact with Ilja, I 

knew his preference (to find an equivalent-sized place in our own country so that the reader understood the 

idea). I also found his reactions and your discussion very helpful with regard to other translation 

difficulties.” 

The group of translators continues to share good news. The German edition, which was the first to come 

out, was widely reviewed; it was on the Spiegel bestseller list for three weeks and is in its fifth printing. The 

Portuguese edition has been well received and reprinted, the Norwegian edition had rave reviews and is 

selling well, and the US edition was reviewed in The New York Times. Radka wrote to me, “Such 

cooperation creates a bond. I would love to have such a forum at hand for every book I translate :-))” 

In the meantime, a new subset has arisen: those of us who have gone on to translate Marieke Lucas 

Rijneveld’s second novel. Hedda wrote, “I especially enjoyed being in touch with colleagues who, like me, 

https://groups.io/g/VertalersgroepGHE/topic/eutektos_eutuktos/70991728?p=,,,20,0,0,0::recentpostdate/sticky,,,20,2,100,70991728,previd%3D1583166758717860744,nextid%3D1580143095721789883&previd=1583166758717860744&nextid=1580143095721789883
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are very deep into the text and have questions and comments about things that the majority of readers 

might not think about. Reading to translate is completely different from just reading, and often a lonely 

experience. Now I could join in the discussions about translation problems in different languages, witness 

various interpretations of passages and exchange thoughts on all sorts of things myself. I enjoyed it! And it 

was very useful too, especially because sometimes someone pointed out something that I had overlooked 

myself. I’m sure my translation improved as a result.” 

From the Grand Hotel Europa Summit (c) Singel publishing house. 

A tradition has been born. 

__________________________ 

Grand Hotel Europa has been translated by the following translators (and more): Ira Wilhelm (German), 

Radovan ‘Lutz’ Lučić (Croatian), Maria Leonor Raven (Portuguese), Sanna van Leeuwen (Finnish), 
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Radka Smejkalova (Czech), Gonzalo Fernández Gómez (Spanish), Irina Anton (Romanian), Jolita 

Urnikytė (Lithuanian), Maria Encheva (Bulgarian),  Françoise Antoine (French), Hedda Vormeland 

(Norwegian), Michele Hutchison (English), Ekaterina Assoian, Irina Michajlova, Irina Leichenko 

(Russian), Inbal Silberstein (Hebrew), Tibor Bérczes, Miklós Fenyves (Hungarian), Claudia Cozzi 

(Italian), Zoran Radicheski (Macedonian), Mila Vojinović (Serbian), and Erhan Gürer (Turkish). 

Dutch literatureGrand Hotel EuropaIlja Leonard Pfeijfferliterature in translationMarieke Lucas 

RijneveldMichele Huchisonthe Netherlandstranslation 

 

 

 

Michele Hutchison 

Michele Hutchison is a British writer and translator, mainly of Dutch-language literature. She won the 

2020 International Booker Prize for her translation of The Discomfort of Evening by Marieke Lucas 

Rijneveld. She was also awarded the Vondel Prize 2019 for her translation of Stage Four by Sander 

Kollaard. Her translation of Ilja Leonard Pfeijffer’s Grand Hotel Europa has just been published by 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 

 

https://lithub.com/do-we-need-a-support-group-how-translation-can-and-should-be-a-collective-effort/   

https://lithub.com/tag/dutch-literature/
https://lithub.com/tag/grand-hotel-europa/
https://lithub.com/tag/ilja-leonard-pfeijffer/
https://lithub.com/tag/literature-in-translation/
https://lithub.com/tag/marieke-lucas-rijneveld/
https://lithub.com/tag/marieke-lucas-rijneveld/
https://lithub.com/tag/michele-huchison/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-netherlands/
https://lithub.com/tag/translation/
https://lithub.com/author/michelehutchison/
https://lithub.com/do-we-need-a-support-group-how-translation-can-and-should-be-a-collective-effort/
https://lithub.com/author/michelehutchison/
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Metzengerstein 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 

Pestis eram vivus - moriens tua mors ero. 

-- Martin Luther 

HORROR and fatality have been stalking abroad in all ages. Why then give a date to this story I have to tell? 

Let it suffice to say, that at the period of which I speak, there existed, in the interior of Hungary, a settled 

although hidden belief in the doctrines of the Metempsychosis. Of the doctrines themselves - that is, of their 

falsity, or of their probability - I say nothing. I assert, however, that much of our incredulity - as La Bruyere 

says of all our unhappiness - " vient de ne pouvoir être seuls ." 

But there are some points in the Hungarian superstition which were fast verging to absurdity. They - the 

Hungarians - differed very essentially from their Eastern authorities. For example, " The soul ," said the 

former - I give the words of an acute and intelligent Parisian - " ne demeure qu'un seul fois dans un corps 

sensible: au reste - un cheval, un chien, un homme meme, n'est que la ressemblance peu tangible de ces 

animaux. " 

The families of Berlifitzing and Metzengerstein had been at variance for centuries. Never before were two 

houses so illustrious, mutually embittered by hostility so deadly. The origin of this enmity seems to be found 

in the words of an ancient prophecy - "A lofty name shall have a fearful fall when, as the rider over his horse, 

the mortality of Metzengerstein shall triumph over the immortality of Berlifitzing." 

To be sure the words themselves had little or no meaning. But more trivial causes have given rise - and that 

no long while ago - to consequences equally eventful. Besides, the estates, which were contiguous, had long 

exercised a rival influence in the affairs of a busy government. Moreover, near neighbors are seldom friends; 

and the inhabitants of the Castle Berlifitzing might look, from their lofty buttresses, into the very windows of 

the palace Metzengerstein. Least of all had the more than feudal magnificence, thus discovered, a tendency to 

allay the irritable feelings of the less ancient and less wealthy Berlifitzings. What wonder then, that the words, 

however silly, of that prediction, should have succeeded in setting and keeping at variance two families 

already predisposed to quarrel by every instigation of hereditary jealousy? The prophecy seemed to imply - if 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

67 

it implied anything - a final triumph on the part of the already more powerful house; and was of course 

remembered with the more bitter animosity by the weaker and less influential. 

Wilhelm, Count Berlifitzing, although loftily descended, was, at the epoch of this narrative, an infirm and 

doting old man, remarkable for nothing but an inordinate and inveterate personal antipathy to the family of his 

rival, and so passionate a love of horses, and of hunting, that neither bodily infirmity, great age, nor mental 

incapacity, prevented his daily participation in the dangers of the chase. 

Frederick, Baron Metzengerstein, was, on the other hand, not yet Mary, followed him quickly after. Frederick 

was, at that time, in his fifteenth year. In a city, fifteen years are no long period - a child may be still a child in 

his third lustrum: but in a wilderness - in so magnificent a wilderness as that old principality, fifteen years 

have a far deeper meaning. 

From some peculiar circumstances attending the administration of his father, the young Baron, at the decease 

of the former, entered immediately upon his vast possessions. Such estates were seldom held before by a 

nobleman of Hungary. His castles were without number. The chief in point of splendor and extent was the 

"Chateau Metzengerstein." The boundary line of his dominions was never clearly defined; but his principal 

park embraced a circuit of fifty miles. 

Upon the succession of a proprietor so young, with a character so well known, to a fortune so unparalleled, 

little speculation was afloat in regard to his probable course of conduct. And, indeed, for the space of three 

days, the behavior of the heir out-heroded Herod, and fairly surpassed the expectations of his most 

enthusiastic admirers. Shameful debaucheries - flagrant treacheries - unheard-of atrocities - gave his 

trembling vassals quickly to understand that no servile submission on their part - no punctilios of conscience 

on his own - were thenceforward to prove any security against the remorseless fangs of a petty Caligula. On 

the night of the fourth day, the stables of the castle Berlifitzing were discovered to be on fire; and the 

unanimous opinion of the neighborhood added the crime of the incendiary to the already hideous list of the 

Baron's misdemeanors and enormities. 

But during the tumult occasioned by this occurrence, the young nobleman himself sat apparently buried in 

meditation, in a vast and desolate upper apartment of the family palace of Metzengerstein. The rich although 

faded tapestry hangings which swung gloomily upon the walls, represented the shadowy and majestic forms 

of a thousand illustrious ancestors. Here , rich-ermined priests, and pontifical dignitaries, familiarly seated 

with the autocrat and the sovereign, put a veto on the wishes of a temporal king, or restrained with the fiat of 

papal supremacy the rebellious sceptre of the Arch-enemy. There , the dark, tall statures of the Princes 

Metzengerstein - their muscular war-coursers plunging over the carcasses of fallen foes - startled the steadiest 

nerves with their vigorous expression; and here, again, the voluptuous and swan-like figures of the dames of 

days gone by, floated away in the mazes of an unreal dance to the strains of imaginary melody. 
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But as the Baron listened, or affected to listen, to the gradually increasing uproar in the stables of Berlifitzing 

- or perhaps pondered upon some more novel, some more decided act of audacity - his eyes became 

unwittingly rivetted to the figure of an enormous, and unnaturally colored horse, represented in the tapestry as 

belonging to a Saracen ancestor of the family of his rival. The horse itself, in the foreground of the design, 

stood motionless and statue-like - while farther back, its discomfited rider perished by the dagger of a 

Metzengerstein. 

On Frederick's lip arose a fiendish expression, as he became aware of the direction which his glance had, 

without his consciousness, assumed. Yet he did not remove it. On the contrary, he could by no means account 

for the overwhelming anxiety which appeared falling like a pall upon his senses. It was with difficulty that he 

reconciled his dreamy and incoherent feelings with the certainty of being awake. The longer he gazed the 

more absorbing became the spell - the more impossible did it appear that he could ever withdraw his glance 

from the fascination of that tapestry. But the tumult without becoming suddenly more violent, with a 

compulsory exertion he diverted his attention to the glare of ruddy light thrown full by the flaming stables 

upon the windows of the apartment. 

The action, however, was but momentary, his gaze returned mechanically to the wall. To his extreme horror 

and astonishment, the head of the gigantic steed had, in the meantime, altered its position. The neck of the 

animal, before arched, as if in compassion, over the prostrate body of its lord, was now extended, at full 

length, in the direction of the Baron. The eyes, before invisible, now wore an energetic and human expression, 

while they gleamed with a fiery and unusual red; and the distended lips of the apparently enraged horse left in 

full view his gigantic and disgusting teeth. 

Stupified with terror, the young nobleman tottered to the door. As he threw it open, a flash of red light, 

streaming far into the chamber, flung his shadow with a clear outline against the quivering tapestry, and he 

shuddered to perceive that shadow - as he staggered awhile upon the threshold - assuming the exact position, 

and precisely filling up the contour, of the relentless and triumphant murderer of the Saracen Berlifitzing. 

To lighten the depression of his spirits, the Baron hurried into the open air. At the principal gate of the palace 

he encountered three equerries. With much difficulty, and at the imminent peril of their lives, they were 

restraining the convulsive plunges of a gigantic and fiery-colored horse. 

"Whose horse? Where did you get him?" demanded the youth, in a querulous and husky tone of voice, as he 

became instantly aware that the mysterious steed in the tapestried chamber was the very counterpart of the 

furious animal before his eyes. 

"He is your own property, sire," replied one of the equerries, "at least he is claimed by no other owner. We 

caught him flying, all smoking and foaming with rage, from the burning stables of the Castle Berlifitzing. 
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Supposing him to have belonged to the old Count's stud of foreign horses, we led him back as an estray. But 

the grooms there disclaim any title to the creature; which is strange, since he bears evident marks of having 

made a narrow escape from the flames. 

"The letters W. V. B. are also branded very distinctly on his forehead," interrupted a second equerry, "I 

supposed them, of course, to be the initials of Wilhelm Von Berlifitzing - but all at the castle are positive in 

denying any knowledge of the horse." 

"Extremely singular!" said the young Baron, with a musing air, and apparently unconscious of the meaning of 

his words. "He is, as you say, a remarkable horse - a prodigious horse! although, as you very justly observe, 

of a suspicious and untractable character, let him be mine, however," he added, after a pause, "perhaps a rider 

like Frederick of Metzengerstein, may tame even the devil from the stables of Berlifitzing." 

"You are mistaken, my lord; the horse, as I think we mentioned, is not from the stables of the Count. If such 

had been the case, we know our duty better than to bring him into the presence of a noble of your family." 

"True!" observed the Baron, dryly, and at that instant a page of the bedchamber came from the palace with a 

heightened color, and a precipitate step. He whispered into his master's ear an account of the sudden 

disappearance of a small portion of the tapestry, in an apartment which he designated; entering, at the same 

time, into particulars of a minute and circumstantial character; but from the low tone of voice in which these 

latter were communicated, nothing escaped to gratify the excited curiosity of the equerries. 

The young Frederick, during the conference, seemed agitated by a variety of emotions. He soon, however, 

recovered his composure, and an expression of determined malignancy settled upon his countenance, as he 

gave peremptory orders that a certain chamber should be immediately locked up, and the key placed in his 

own possession. 

"Have you heard of the unhappy death of the old hunter Berlifitzing?" said one of his vassals to the Baron, as, 

after the departure of the page, the huge steed which that nobleman had adopted as his own, plunged and 

curvetted, with redoubled fury, down the long avenue which extended from the chateau to the stables of 

Metzengerstein. 

"No!" said the Baron, turning abruptly toward the speaker, "dead! say you?" 

"It is indeed true, my lord; and, to a noble of your name, will be, I imagine, no unwelcome intelligence." 
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A rapid smile shot over the countenance of the listener. "How died he?" 

"In his rash exertions to rescue a favorite portion of his hunting stud, he has himself perished miserably in the 

flames." 

"I-n-d-e-e-d-!" ejaculated the Baron, as if slowly and deliberately impressed with the truth of some exciting 

idea. 

"Indeed;" repeated the vassal. 

"Shocking!" said the youth, calmly, and turned quietly into the chateau. 

From this date a marked alteration took place in the outward demeanor of the dissolute young Baron 

Frederick Von Metzengerstein. Indeed, his behavior disappointed every expectation, and proved little in 

accordance with the views of many a manoeuvering mamma; while his habits and manner, still less than 

formerly, offered any thing congenial with those of the neighboring aristocracy. He was never to be seen 

beyond the limits of his own domain, and, in this wide and social world, was utterly companionless - unless, 

indeed, that unnatural, impetuous, and fiery-colored horse, which he henceforward continually bestrode, had 

any mysterious right to the title of his friend. 

Numerous invitations on the part of the neighborhood for a long time, however, periodically came in. "Will 

the Baron honor our festivals with his presence?" "Will the Baron join us in a hunting of the boar?" - 

"Metzengerstein does not hunt;" "Metzengerstein will not attend," were the haughty and laconic answers. 

These repeated insults were not to be endured by an imperious nobility. Such invitations became less cordial - 

less frequent - in time they ceased altogether. The widow of the unfortunate Count Berlifitzing was even 

heard to express a hope "that the Baron might be at home when he did not wish to be at home, since he 

disdained the company of his equals; and ride when he did not wish to ride, since he preferred the society of a 

horse." This to be sure was a very silly explosion of hereditary pique; and merely proved how singularly 

unmeaning our sayings are apt to become, when we desire to be unusually energetic. 

The charitable, nevertheless, attributed the alteration in the conduct of the young nobleman to the natural 

sorrow of a son for the untimely loss of his parents - forgetting, however, his atrocious and reckless behavior 

during the short period immediately succeeding that bereavement. Some there were, indeed, who suggested a 

too haughty idea of self-consequence and dignity. Others again (among them may be mentioned the family 
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physician) did not hesitate in speaking of morbid melancholy, and hereditary ill-health; while dark hints, of a 

more equivocal nature, were current among the multitude. 

Indeed, the Baron's perverse attachment to his lately-acquired charger - an attachment which seemed to attain 

new strength from every fresh example of the animal's ferocious and demon-like propensities - at length 

became, in the eyes of all reasonable men, a hideous and unnatural fervor. In the glare of noon - at the dead 

hour of night - in sickness or in health - in calm or in tempest - the young Metzengerstein seemed rivetted to 

the saddle of that colossal horse, whose intractable audacities so well accorded with his own spirit. 

There were circumstances, moreover, which coupled with late events, gave an unearthly and portentous 

character to the mania of the rider, and to the capabilities of the steed. The space passed over in a single leap 

had been accurately measured, and was found to exceed, by an astounding difference, the wildest expectations 

of the most imaginative. The Baron, besides, had no particular name for the animal, although all the rest in his 

collection were distinguished by characteristic appellations. His stable, too, was appointed at a distance from 

the rest; and with regard to grooming and other necessary offices, none but the owner in person had ventured 

to officiate, or even to enter the enclosure of that particular stall. It was also to be observed, that although the 

three grooms, who had caught the steed as he fled from the conflagration at Berlifitzing, had succeeded in 

arresting his course, by means of a chain-bridle and noose - yet no one of the three could with any certainty 

affirm that he had, during that dangerous struggle, or at any period thereafter, actually placed his hand upon 

the body of the beast. Instances of peculiar intelligence in the demeanor of a noble and high-spirited horse are 

not to be supposed capable of exciting unreasonable attention - especially among men who, daily trained to 

the labors of the chase, might appear well acquainted with the sagacity of a horse - but there were certain 

circumstances which intruded themselves per force upon the most skeptical and phlegmatic; and it is said 

there were times when the animal caused the gaping crowd who stood around to recoil in horror from the deep 

and impressive meaning of his terrible stamp - times when the young Metzengerstein turned pale and shrunk 

away from the rapid and searching expression of his earnest and human-looking eye. 

Among all the retinue of the Baron, however, none were found to doubt the ardor of that extraordinary 

affection which existed on the part of the young nobleman for the fiery qualities of his horse; at least, none 

but an insignificant and misshapen little page, whose deformities were in everybody's way, and whose 

opinions were of the least possible importance. He - if his ideas are worth mentioning at all - had the 

effrontery to assert that his master never vaulted into the saddle without an unaccountable and almost 

imperceptible shudder, and that, upon his return from every long-continued and habitual ride, an expression of 

triumphant malignity distorted every muscle in his countenance. 

One tempestuous night, Metzengerstein, awaking from a heavy slumber, descended like a maniac from his 

chamber, and, mounting in hot haste, bounded away into the mazes of the forest. An occurrence so common 

attracted no particular attention, but his return was looked for with intense anxiety on the part of his 

domestics, when, after some hours' absence, the stupendous and magnificent battlements of the Chateau 

Metzengerstein, were discovered crackling and rocking to their very foundation, under the influence of a 

dense and livid mass of ungovernable fire. 
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As the flames, when first seen, had already made so terrible a progress that all efforts to save any portion of 

the building were evidently futile, the astonished neighborhood stood idly around in silent and pathetic 

wonder. But a new and fearful object soon rivetted the attention of the multitude, and proved how much more 

intense is the excitement wrought in the feelings of a crowd by the contemplation of human agony, than that 

brought about by the most appalling spectacles of inanimate matter. 

Up the long avenue of aged oaks which led from the forest to the main entrance of the Chateau 

Metzengerstein, a steed, bearing an unbonneted and disordered rider, was seen leaping with an impetuosity 

which outstripped the very Demon of the Tempest. 

The career of the horseman was indisputably, on his own part, uncontrollable. The agony of his countenance, 

the convulsive struggle of his frame, gave evidence of superhuman exertion: but no sound, save a solitary 

shriek, escaped from his lacerated lips, which were bitten through and through in the intensity of terror. One 

instant, and the clattering of hoofs resounded sharply and shrilly above the roaring of the flames and the 

shrieking of the winds - another, and, clearing at a single plunge the gate-way and the moat, the steed 

bounded far up the tottering staircases of the palace, and, with its rider, disappeared amid the whirlwind of 

chaotic fire. 

The fury of the tempest immediately died away, and a dead calm sullenly succeeded. A white flame still 

enveloped the building like a shroud, and, streaming far away into the quiet atmosphere, shot forth a glare of 

preternatural light; while a cloud of smoke settled heavily over the battlements in the distinct colossal figure 

of - a horse . 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/edgar-allan-poe/short-story/metzengerstein 
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Trial, Triumph, and the Art of the Possible: The Remarkable Story Behind Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” 

A hymn of rage, a hymn of redemption, and a timeless love letter to the possible. 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“Day by day I am approaching the goal which I apprehend but cannot describe,” Ludwig van 

Beethoven (December 16, 1770–March 26, 1827) wrote to his boyhood friend, rallying his own resilience as 

he began losing his hearing. A year later, shortly after completing his Second Symphony, he sent his brothers a 

stunning letter about the joy of suffering overcome, in which he resolved: 

Ah! how could I possibly quit the world before bringing forth all that I felt it was my vocation to produce? 

That year, he began — though he did not yet know it, as we never do — the long gestation of what would 

become not only his greatest creative and spiritual triumph, not only a turning point in the history of music 

that revolutionized the symphony and planted the seed of the pop song, but an eternal masterwork of the 

supreme human art: making meaning out of chaos, beauty out of sorrow. 

Across the epochs, “Ode to Joy” rises vast and eternal, transcending all of spacetime and at the same time 

compacting it into something so intimate, so immediate, that nothing seems to exist outside this singularity of 

all-pervading possibility. Inside its total drama, a total tranquility; inside its revolt, an oasis of refuge. The 

story of its making is as vitalizing as the masterpiece itself — or, rather, its story is the very reason for its 

vitality. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/09/19/beethoven-take-fate-by-the-throat/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/02/08/beethoven-romain-rolland-letters/
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Beethoven by Josef Willibrord Mähler circa 1804-1805. (Available as a print.) 

https://society6.com/product/beethoven-by-josef-willibrord-maehler-circa-1804-1805_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/beethoven-by-josef-willibrord-maehler-circa-1804-1805_print?curator=brainpicker
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As a teenager, while auditing Kant’s lectures at the University of Bonn, Beethoven had fallen under the spell 

of transcendental idealism and the ideas of the Enlightenment — ideas permeating the poetry of Friedrich 

Schiller. A volume of it became the young Beethoven’s most cherished book and so began the dream of 

setting it to music. (There is singular magic in a timeless poem set to music.) 

One particular poem especially entranced him: Written when Beethoven was fifteen and the electric spirit of 

revolution saturated Europe’s atmosphere, Schiller’s “Ode to Joy” was at heart an ode to freedom — a blazing 

manifesto for the Enlightenment ethos that if freedom, justice, and human happiness are placed at the center 

of life and made its primary devotion, politically and personally, then peace and kindness would envelop 

humankind as an inevitable consequence. A “kiss for the whole world,” Schiller had written, and the teenage 

Beethoven longed to be lips of the possible. 

This Elysian dream ended not even a decade later as the Reign of Terror dropped the blade of the guillotine 

upon Marie Antoinette, then upon ten thousand other heads and the dreams they carried. Schiller died 

considering his “Ode to Joy” a failure — an idealist’s fantasy unmoored from reality, a work of art that might 

have been of service perhaps for him, perhaps for a handful of others, “but not for the world.” 

The young Beethoven was among those few it touched, and this was enough, more than enough — he took 

Schiller’s bright beam of possibility and magnified it through the lens of his own genius to illuminate all of 

humanity for all of time. Epochs later, in the savage century of the World Wars and the Holocaust, Rebecca 

West — another uncommon visionary, who understood that “art is not a plaything, but a necessity” — would 

contemplate how those rare few help the rest of humanity endure, observing that “if during the next million 

generations there is but one human being born in every generation who will not cease to inquire into the 

nature of his fate, even while it strips and bludgeons him, some day we shall read the riddle of our universe.” 

While Schiller’s poem was ripening in Beethoven’s imagination, the decade-long Napoleonic Wars stripped 

and bludgeoned Europe. When Napoleon’s armies invaded and occupied Vienna — where Beethoven had 

moved at twenty-one to study with his great musical hero, Haydn — most of the wealthy fled to the country. 

He took refuge with his brother, sister-in-law, and young nephew in the city. Thirty-nine and almost entirely 

deaf, Beethoven found himself “suffering misery in a most concentrated form” — misery that “affected both 

body and soul” so profoundly that he produced “very little coherent work.” From inside the vortex of 

uncertainty and suffering, he wrote: 

The existence I had built up only a short time ago rests on shaky foundations. What a destructive, disorderly 

life I see and hear around me: nothing but drums, cannons, and human misery in every form. 

That spring, Haydn’s death only deepened his despair at life. The next six years were an unremitting 

heartache. His love went unreturned. He grew estranged from one of his brothers, who married a woman 

https://vimeo.com/673019873
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/03/15/rebecca-west-art/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/02/24/rebecca-west-black-lamb-grey-falcon/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/10/12/immortal-beloved-beethoven-love-letters/
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Beethoven disliked. His other brother died. He entered an endless legal combat over guardianship of his 

young nephew. He spent a year bedridden with a mysterious illness he called “an inflammatory fever,” 

riddled with skull-splitting headaches. His hearing almost completely deteriorated. He grew repulsed by the 

trendy mysticism of new musical developments, which made no room for the raw human emotion that was to 

him both the truest material and truest product of art. 

One of William Blake’s paintings for The Book of Job, 1806. (Available as a print.) 

Somehow, he kept composing, the act itself becoming the fulcrum by which Beethoven lifted himself out of 

the black hole to perch on the event horizon of a new period of great creative fertility. While Blake — his 

twin in the tragic genius of outsiderdom — was painting the music of the heavens, Beethoven was grounding 

a possible heaven onto a disillusioned earth with music. 

https://society6.com/product/job-and-his-family-restored-to-prosperity-by-william-blake-1805_print?sku=s6-21832017p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/08/08/aldred-kazin-william-blake-beethoven/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/08/08/aldred-kazin-william-blake-beethoven/
https://society6.com/product/job-and-his-family-restored-to-prosperity-by-william-blake-1805_print?sku=s6-21832017p4a1v1?curator=brainpicker
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And then he ended up in jail. 

One autumn day in 1822, the fifty-two-year-old composer put on his moth-eaten coat and set out for what he 

intended as a short morning walk in the city, his mind a tempest of ideas. Walking had always been his 

primary laboratory for creative problem-solving, so the morning stroll unspooled into a long half-conscious 

walk along the Danube. In a classic manifestation of the self-forgetting that marks the intense creative state 

now known as “flow,” Beethoven lost track of time, of distance, of the demands of his own body. 

Beethoven by Julius Schmid 

He walked and walked, hatless and absorbed, not realizing how famished and fatigued he was growing, until 

the afternoon found him wandering disheveled and disoriented in a river basin far into the countryside. There, 

he was arrested by local police for “behaving in a suspicious manner,” taken to jail as “a tramp” with no 

identity papers, and mocked for claiming that he was the great Beethoven — by then a national icon, with a 

corpus of celebrated concertos and sonatas to his name, and eight whole symphonies. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/25/beethoven-on-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/11/25/beethoven-on-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/12/05/peter-turchi-a-muse-a-maze-book-flow/
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The tramp raged and raged, until eventually, close to midnight, the police dispatched a nervous officer to 

wake up a local musical director, who Beethoven demanded could identify him. Instant recognition. 

Righteous rage. Apologies. Immediate release. More rage. More apologies. Beethoven spent the night at his 

liberator’s house. In the morning, the town’s apologetic mayor collected him and drove him back to Vienna in 

the mayoral carriage. 

What had so distracted Beethoven from space and time and self was that, twenty-seven years after falling 

under the spell of Schiller’s poem, he was at last ferocious with ideas for bringing it to life in music. He had 

been thinking about it incessantly for months. “Ode to Joy” would become the crowning achievement of his 

crowning achievement — the choral finale of his ninth and final symphony. It would distill the transcendent 

torment of his creative life: how to integrate rage and redemption, the solace of poetry with the drama of 

music; how to channel his own poetic fury as a force of beauty, of vitality, of meaning; how to turn the human 

darkness he had witnessed and suffered into something incandescent, something superhuman. 
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https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
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One of Arthur Rackham’s rare 1917 illustrations for the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm. (Available as a 

print.) 

It had to be in a symphony, although he had not composed one in a decade and no composer — not Bach, not 

Mozart, not his hero Haydn — had ever woven lyric poetry or any words at all into a symphony before; the 

word “lyrics” was yet to enter the lexicon in its musical sense. It had to be the crowning choral finale of the 

symphony, although he had not written much choral music before. But the light of the idea beamed bright and 

irrefutable as spring. This was no time for old laurels, no time for catering to proven populisms — this was 

the time for creation. A decade earlier, Beethoven had written back to a young girl aspiring to become a great 

pianist, offering his advice on the central urgency of the creative calling: 

The true artist is not proud… Though he may be admired by others, he is sad not to have reached that point to 

which his better genius only appears as a distant, guiding sun. 

So often, in advising others, we are advising ourselves — the most innocent, vulnerable, and visionary parts 

of us, those parts from which the spontaneity and daring central to creative work spring. I wonder whether 

Beethoven remembered his own advice to Emilie as he faced the blank page that spring in 1822 when the first 

radiant contours of his “Ode to Joy” filled his mind and his footfall. 

By summer, he was actively seeking out commissions to live on as he labored. He managed to procure a 

meager £50 from London’s Harmony Society, but that was enough subsistence and assurance to get to work. 

For more than a year, he labored unremittingly, stumbling over creative challenge after creative challenge — 

the price of making anything unexampled. His greatest puzzle was how to introduce the words into the final 

movement and how to choose the voices that would best carry them. 

Meanwhile, word was spreading in Vienna that its most beloved composer was working on something wildly 

ambitious — his first symphony in a decade, and no ordinary symphony. But just as theater managers began 

vying for the premiere, Beethoven stunned everyone with the announcement that it was going to premiere in 

Berlin. He gave no reason. Viennese musicians took it as an affront — did he think they were too traditional 

to appreciate something so bold? He had been born in Germany, yes, but he had become himself in Austria. 

Surely, he owed the seedbed of his creative blossoming some measure of faith. 

At the harsh peak of winter, Karoline Unger — the nineteen-year-old contralto Beethoven had already chosen 

to voice the deepest feeling-tones of his “Ode to Joy” — exhorted him to premiere his masterwork in Vienna. 

Writing in his Conversation Books — the notebooks through which the deaf composer communicated with 

the hearing world — she told him he had “too little self-confidence” in the Viennese public’s reception of his 

masterwork, urged him to go forward with the concert, then exclaimed: “O Obstinacy!” 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/05/18/beethoven-emilie-letter/
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Karolin Unger 

Within a month, thirty of his most esteemed Austrian admirers — musicians and poets, composers and 

chamberlains — had co-written and signed an impassioned open letter to Beethoven, laced with patriotism 
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and flattery, telling him that while his “name and creations belong to all contemporaneous humanity and 

every country which opens a susceptible bosom to art,” it is his artistic duty to complete the Austrian triad of 

Mozart and Haydn; imploring him not to entrust “the appreciation for the pure and eternally beautiful” to 

unworthy “foreign power” and to establish instead “a new sovereignty of the True and the Beautiful” in 

Vienna. The letter was hand-delivered to him by a court secretary who tutored the royal family. 

Not even the most stubborn and single-minded artist is impervious to the sway of adulation. “It’s very 

beautiful, it makes me very happy!” The Viennese concert was on. 

But Beethoven bent under the weight of his own expectations in a crippling combination of micro-managing 

and indecision. Eager to control every littlest detail to perfection, he committed to one theater, then changed 

his mind and committed to another, then it all became too much to bear — he cancelled the concert altogether. 

After a monthlong tailspin, the finitude of time — concert season was almost over — pinned him to the still 

point of decision. He uncancelled the concert and, once again confounding everyone, signed with one of the 

underbidding imperial court theaters he had at first rejected. 

The date was set for early May. He hand-picked the four soloists who would anchor the choir and assembled 

an orchestra dwarfing all convention: two dozen violins, two dozen wind instruments, a dozen cellos and 

basses, ten violas, and all that percussion. 

It was to be not only a performance, not only a premiere, but something more — the emblem of a credo, 

musical and humanistic. The reception of the symphony would make or break the reception of the ideals 

behind it. Against this backdrop, it is slightly less shocking — but only slightly — that, in an astonishing final 

bid for total control of his creation, Beethoven demanded that he conduct the symphony himself. 

Everyone knew he was deaf. Now they feared he was demented. 
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Beethoven by Joseph Karl Stieler 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/069109103X/braipick-20
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The theater, having won the coveted premiere, reluctantly conceded, fearing Beethoven might change his 

mind again if his demand went unmet, but persuaded him to have the original conductor onstage with him, 

with every assurance that he would only be there for backup. The conductor, meanwhile, instructed the choir 

and orchestra to follow only his motions and “pay no attention whatever to Beethoven’s beating of the time.” 

The best assurance even one of Beethoven’s closest friends — who later became his biographer — could 

muster was that the theater would be too dim for anyone to notice that Beethoven was conducting in his old 

green frock and not in the fashionable black coat a conductor was supposed to wear. 

After two catastrophic rehearsals — the only two the enormous ensemble could manage in the brief time 

before the performance — the soloists railed that their parts were simply impossible to sing. Karoline Unger 

called him a “tyrant over all the vocal organs.” One of the two male soloists quit altogether and had to be 

replaced by a member of the choir who had memorized the part. 

Somehow, the show went on. 

On the early evening of May 7, 1824, the Viennese crowded into the concert hall — but they were not the 

usual patrons. Looking up to the royal box, Beethoven was crushed to see it empty. He had journeyed to the 

palace to personally invite the Emperor and Empress but, like most of the aristocracy, they had vanished into 

their country estate as soon as spring broke the harsh Austrian winter. He was going to be playing for the 

people. But it was the people, after all, that Schiller had yearned to vitalize with his poem. 

Beethoven walked onto the grand stage, faced the orchestra, and raised his arms. Despite the natural 

imperfections of a performance built on such tensions, something shifted as soon as the music — exalted, 

sublime, total — rose above the individual lives and their individual strife, subsuming every body and every 

soul in a single harmonious transcendence. 

After the final chord of “Ode to Joy” resounded, the gasping silence broke into a scream of applause. People 

leapt to their feet, waving their handkerchiefs and chanting his name. Beethoven, still facing the orchestra and 

still waving his arms to the delayed internal time of music only he could hear, noticed none of it, until 

Karoline Unger stood up, took his arm, and gently turned him around. 

With the birth of photography still fifteen years of trial and triumph away, it is only in the mind’s eye that one 

can picture the cascade of confusion, disbelief, and elation that must have washed over Beethoven’s face in 

that sublime moment when his guiding sun seemed suddenly so proximate, almost blinding with triumph. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/virginia-woolf-julia-margaret-cameron-photography/
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Woodcut by Vanessa Bell from “A String Quartet” by Virginia Woolf, 1921. (Available as a print.) 

https://society6.com/product/woodcut-by-vanessa-bell-from-a-string-quartet-by-virginia-woolf-1921_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/woodcut-by-vanessa-bell-from-a-string-quartet-by-virginia-woolf-1921_print?curator=brainpicker
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As soon as he faced the audience, the entire human mass erupted with not one, not two, not three, but four 

volcanic bursts of applause, until the Police Commissioner managed to yell “Silence!” over the fifth. These 

were still revolutionary times, after all, and art that roused so fierce a response in the human soul — even if 

that response was exultant joy — was dangerous art. Here, in the unassailable message of “Ode to Joy,” was a 

clarion call to humanity to discard all the false gods that had fueled a century of unremitting wars and 

millennia of inequality — the divisions of nation and rank, the oppressions of dogma and tradition — and 

band together in universal sympathy and solidarity. 

 

The sound of Beethoven’s call resounded long after its creator was gone. Whitman celebrated it as the 

profoundest expression of nature and human nature. Helen Keller “heard” it with her hand pressed against the 

radio speaker and suddenly understood the meaning of music. Chilean protesters sang it as they took down the 

Pinochet dictatorship. Japanese musicians performed it after the Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami. Chinese 

students blasted it in Tiananmen Square. Leonard Bernstein, patron saint of music as an instrument of 

humanism, conducted a group of musicians who had lived on both sides of the Berlin Wall in a Christmas 

Day concert commemorating the twentieth anniversary of its fall. Ukrainian composer Victoria Poleva 

reimagined it for an international concert commemorating the fiftieth anniversary. A decade later, the 

National Symphony Orchestra of Ukraine performed her reimagining not long before a twenty-first century 

tyrant with a Napoleonic complex and a soul deaf to the music of life bludgeoned the small country with his 

lust for power. 

But this, I suspect, was Beethoven’s stubborn, sacred point — the reason he never gave up on Schiller’s 

dream, even as he lived through nightmares: this unassailable insistence that although the Napoleons and 

Putins of the world will rise to power again and again over the centuries, they will also fall, because there is 

something in us more powerful as long as we continue placing freedom, justice, and universal happiness at the 

center of our commitment to life, even as we live through nightmares. Two centuries after Beethoven, Zadie 

Smith affirmed this elemental reality in her own life-honed conviction that “progress is never permanent, will 

always be threatened, must be redoubled, restated and reimagined if it is to survive.” 

In the winter of my thirteenth year, two centuries after Beethoven’s day and a few fragile years after the fall 

of Bulgaria’s communist dictatorship, I stood in the holiday-bedazzled National Symphony Hall alongside a 

dozen classmates from the Sofia Mathematics Gymnasium, our choir about to perform Beethoven’s “Ode to 

Joy,” recently adopted as the anthem of Europe by the European Union, of which the newly liberated Bulgaria 

longed to be a part. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/11/17/walt-whitman-specimen-days-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2017/11/17/walt-whitman-specimen-days-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/10/11/helen-keller-beethoven-letter/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/11/25/leonard-bernstein-jfk-speech/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/11/25/leonard-bernstein-jfk-speech/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
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We sang the lyrics in Bulgarian, but “joy” has no direct translation. “Felicity” might come the closest, or 

“mirth” — those wing-clipped cousins of joy, bearing the same bright feeling-tone, but lacking its elation, its 

all-pervading exhale — a diminishment reflecting the spirit of a people just emerging from five centuries of 

Ottoman occupation closely followed by a half-century Communist dictatorship. 

And yet we stood there in our best clothes, in the spring of life, singing together, our teenage minds abloom 

with quadratic equations and a lust for life, our teenage bodies reverberating with the redemptive dream of a 

visionary who had died epochs before any of our lives was but a glimmer in a great-great-grandparent’s eye, 

our teenage spirits longing to kiss the whole world with possibility. 

Today, “Ode to Joy” — a recording by the Berlin Philharmonic from the year I was born — streams into my 

wireless headphones as I cross the Brooklyn Bridge on my bicycle, riding into a life undreamt in that teenage 

girl’s wildest dreams, into a world unimaginable to Beethoven, a world where suffering remains our constant 

companion but life is infinitely more possible for infinitely more people, and more kinds of people, than even 

the farthest seer of 1822 could have envisioned. 

I ride into the spring night, singing. This, in the end, might be the truest translation of “joy” — this ecstatic 

fusion of presence and possibility. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/17/beethoven-ode-to-

joy/?mc_cid=7189011708&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/17/beethoven-ode-to-joy/?mc_cid=7189011708&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2022/05/17/beethoven-ode-to-joy/?mc_cid=7189011708&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Imperiled Inland Sea 

Twenty years ago, scholar W. D. Williams predicted the loss of salt lakes around the world. 

 

Mono Lake 

Getty 

By: Olivia Box  

While Earth’s oceans are plagued by plastic pollution and warming waters, they aren’t the only seas on our 

planet that will be adversely impacted by climate change. 

https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/olivia-box/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

89 

Salty, landlocked lakes, commonly called inland seas, are salinated due to their geological history. For a salt 

lake to develop, the lake must be at the terminal point of a closed drainage system. In other words, the lake 

receives inflow water but has no strong outflow. Whatever water is lost from the lake due to evaporation or 

seepage through sediments must be balanced by water arriving from rivers, streams, springs, or precipitation. 

Human activity, including mining, pollution, diversion of rivers, and groundwater pumping, threatens 

this delicate saline balance. 

These saline environments, which most often occur in arid and semi-arid regions (cold or hot), provide 

essential habitat for a diverse and highly specific group of organisms, such as local and migratory bird species 

as well as microscopic communities. But human activity, including mining, pollution, diversion of rivers, and 

groundwater pumping, threatens this delicate saline balance. 

In 2002, British-Australian limnologist W. D. Williams explored the threats to these ecosystems and 

considered what their future might look like in what must have seemed like a distant year, 2025. According to 

Williams, the effects of human activities at the time were “geographically widespread, mostly irreversible, 

and degrade[d] the values of salt lakes.” 

The threats to salt lakes Williams noted were largely due to human activity. The usual slew of human-caused 

effects, such as acid rain and pollution, negatively affected salt lakes, just as they did freshwater ones. 

However, salt lakes had their own set of problems. Due to agricultural demands, flowing inland waters often 

were diverted for irrigation purposes. Not only did this impact water levels in observed salt lakes, it also 

impacted salt levels. Salinity increased as the lakes shrank through a process known as anthropogenic 

salinization. 

Increased salt levels threatened vegetation especially, which was highly adapted to the existing saline 

environments. The diversion of rivers for the irrigation lowered water levels in inland seas worldwide, from 

Jordan to the United States. Over time, diversion of water was causing lakes to disappear, most famously in 

Nevada (Winnemucca Lake) and California (Owens Lake). Where Owens Lake once shimmered, a vast, dusty 

plain emerged that requires managers to take measures to control for dust emissions. 

As threatening as water-level changes were, Williams suggested that, of the human activities that were 

making an impact on lake beds, mining was the most important. Extraction of various minerals and salts, 

whether from surface deposits or via subsurface activity, led to intense damage of the lake structure that often 

was not managed or repaired. Not only did mining render the lake bed unstable, but it also added pollutants to 

the water through oil spills from mining rigs and discharge of waste. Both of these scenarios affected the 

health of the Caspian Sea, for example. 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-imperiled-inland-sea/?utm_term=The%20Imperiled%20Inland%20Sea&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/the-imperiled-inland-sea/?utm_term=The%20Imperiled%20Inland%20Sea&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44520577?mag=the-imperiled-inland-sea
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Williams argued that awareness of these distinctive ecosystems was of the utmost importance to protect them. 

“Already, many salt lakes have been impacted and degraded, almost all irreparably… There is little doubt that 

by 2025 the natural character of most of the world’s salt lakes will have changed.” 

Unfortunately, concluded Williams, a lake’s aesthetic, cultural, economic, recreational, scientific, 

conservation, and ecological values often go unrecognized until its too late. This was particularly true for the 

Aral Sea: once the fourth largest lake in the world, it became significantly smaller after two of its inflow 

rivers were diverted. The Aral Sea’s ecological values “only became clear when it had significantly shrunk in 

size and increased in salinity following anthropogenic disturbance.” With the shrinking lake came a decrease 

in biodiversity, the collapse of regional fisheries, and a new source of windblown dust and salt. 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

Even though he made them twenty years ago, many of Williams’s arguments remain valid today. 

Anthropogenic climate and atmospheric changes, together with other human activities, greatly disrupt the 

ecological balance of inland seas. But even two decades ago, Williams was considering the possibility of 

positive change, using Mono Lake as “an example of what can be achieved in the conservation of salt lakes.” 

When threatened by the diversion of surface inflow waters, public interest in the degrading 

environment led to the stabilization of the lake’s water levels. In 2002, Williams saw it as “the central 

landscape feature in an area visited increasingly by national and international tourists for its natural beauty.” 

While hopeful, Williams recognized the future of inland seas was precarious. “The conservation of Mono 

Lake was difficult,” he admitted, and “the conservation of other salt lakes is likely to be even more difficult.” 

Professor W. D. (Bill) Williams died in 2002, shortly after the paper discussed here was accepted for 

publication. 
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Have a correction or comment about this article? 

Please contact us. 

ecosystemwaterEnvironmental Conservation 

 

Resources 

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

research behind our articles for free on JSTOR. 

Environmental threats to salt lakes and the likely status of inland saline ecosystems in 2025 

By: W. D. Williams 

Environmental Conservation, Vol. 29, No. 2 (June 2002), pp. 154–167 

Cambridge University Press 

 

Pedestrians pass the aftermath of a crash in Gaza City in the Gaza Strip on Oct. 11, 2021. Majdi 

Fathi/NurPhoto via Getty Images 

  

https://daily.jstor.org/contact-us?%5bfrom_url%5d
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/ecosystem/
https://daily.jstor.org/tag/water/
https://daily.jstor.org/pub_tag/environmental-conservation/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44520577?mag=the-imperiled-inland-sea
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/palestinians-walk-next-to-a-car-that-was-involved-in-a-news-photo/1235821622
https://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/palestinians-walk-next-to-a-car-that-was-involved-in-a-news-photo/1235821622
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Deaths and injuries in road crashes are a ‘silent epidemic on wheels’ 

Published: May 31, 2022 1.10pm BST 

Author 

1. John Rennie Short 

Professor, School of Public Policy, University of Maryland, Baltimore County 

Disclosure statement 

John Rennie Short does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or 

organisation that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their 

academic appointment. 
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University of Maryland, Baltimore County provides funding as a member of The Conversation US. 

https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
https://theconversation.com/profiles/john-rennie-short-154735
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
https://theconversation.com/profiles/john-rennie-short-154735
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
https://theconversation.com/institutions/university-of-maryland-baltimore-county-1667
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View all partners 

 

 

Traffic in Manila, Philippines. John Rennie Short, CC BY-ND 

 

We believe in the free flow of information 

Republish our articles for free, online or in print, under Creative Commons licence. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has generated mind-numbing statistics over the past two years: half a billion cases, 

6 million deaths, 1 million in the U.S. alone. But another, less-publicized global scourge preceded it and is 

likely to outlast it: traffic deaths and injuries. 

https://theconversation.com/global/partners
https://images.theconversation.com/files/465167/original/file-20220524-21-fbg07g.JPG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/465167/original/file-20220524-21-fbg07g.JPG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
https://images.theconversation.com/files/465167/original/file-20220524-21-fbg07g.JPG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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Around 1.35 million people die each year on the world’s roads, and another 20 million to 50 million are 

seriously injured. Half of these deaths and many of the injuries involve pedestrians, cyclists and motorcyclists 

– the most vulnerable users of roads and streets. 

Around the world, someone dies from a road accident every 25 seconds. The head of the United Nations Road 

Safety Fund has called road deaths and injuries a “silent epidemic on wheels”. 

I have studied cities and urban policy for many years, including transportation and road safety. In my view, 

making transportation systems safer is feasible and isn’t rocket science. The key is for governments to 

prioritize safer roads, speeds and vehicles, and to promote policies such as traffic calming that are known to 

reduce the risk of crashes. 

The costs 

It may seem like hyperbole to talk about road deaths as equivalent to pandemic diseases, but the numbers 

make the case. Road fatalities are now the top cause of death for children and young adults worldwide 

between the ages of 5 and 29, and the seventh-leading cause of death overall in low-income countries. 

Crashes cause serious economic harm to victims and their families, as well as to the broader society. A 2019 

study estimated that between 2015 and 2030, road injuries will cost the global economy almost $1.8 trillion. 

Because death and injury rates are highest in low- and middle-income countries, dangerous roads add to the 

costs of being poor and are a major inhibitor of economic growth. That is why one of the U.N.‘s Sustainable 

Development Goals is to halve the number of global deaths and injuries from traffic incidents by 2030. 

More deaths in lower-income countries 

There is considerable variation in traffic fatality rates worldwide. Road traffic death rates range from 27 per 

100,000 population in Africa to only 7 per 100,000 in Europe. 

Richer nations have had mass automobile traffic longer than lower-income countries, so they have had more 

time to develop strategies and tactics to reduce accidents and fatalities. For example, in 1937 – in an era when 

traffic death in the streets of cities like New York was considered a routine part of metropolitan life – the U.S. 

https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/indicators/indicator-details/GHO/estimated-number-of-road-traffic-deaths
https://genevasolutions.news/global-news/road-accidents-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-says-un-road-safety-fund-boss
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=oMPNYhQAAAAJ&hl=en
https://theconversation.com/why-is-the-u-s-unwilling-to-pay-for-good-public-transportation-56788
https://theconversation.com/why-us-cities-are-becoming-more-dangerous-for-cyclists-and-pedestrians-111713
https://www.iii.org/insuranceindustryblog/reducing-traffic-fatalities-and-injuries-through-vision-zero/
https://www.un.org/en/un-chronicle/role-united-nations-system-improving-road-safety-save-lives-and-advance-sustainable
https://www.ite.org/technical-resources/traffic-calming/traffic-calming-measures/
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/the-top-10-causes-of-death
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/the-top-10-causes-of-death
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(19)30170-6
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2018/01/09/road-deaths-and-injuries-hold-back-economic-growth-in-developing-countries
https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/themes/topics/sdg-target-3_6-road-traffic-injuries#cms
https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/indicators/indicator-details/GHO/estimated-number-of-road-traffic-deaths
http://cup.columbia.edu/book/down-the-asphalt-path/9780231083911
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road death rate was 31 per 100,000. That’s about the same as today’s rate in the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo. 

Lower-income countries tend to have vehicles that are less safe; poorer roads; more vulnerable road users, 

such as pedestrians and cyclists, sharing urban space with vehicles; and poorer medical care, which means 

injury can more easily lead to death. These nations also have less ability to introduce or enforce traffic laws. 

Traffic incidents in higher-income counties often only involve one or two people. In lower-income countries, 

incidents tend to involve multiple passengers. 

For example, in 2021 in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a fuel truck collided with a crowded bus 110 

miles outside the capital of Kinshasa, killing 33 people. Deadly road incidents are frequent in the DRC, where 

the roads are poor, there are many unsafe older vehicles, many drivers are not properly trained and drinking 

and driving is common. 

For many middle-income countries, the challenge is a very rapid increase in vehicular traffic as the population 

becomes more urban and more people earn enough money to buy motorcycles and cars. This quick rise can 

overwhelm the carrying capacity of urban roads. 

In the US, less regulation and more deaths 

There also are differences among richer countries. In 1994, Europe and the United States had the same traffic 

death rates, but by 2020 Americans were over three times more likely to die on the road than Europeans. 

Traffic deaths in the U.S. rose by more than 10% from 2020 to 2021. 

Today, 12 people are killed in traffic per 100,000 annually in the U.S., compared to 4 per 100,000 in the 

Netherlands and Germany, and only 2 per 100,000 in Norway. The difference reflects more aggressive 

programs across Europe to reduce speeds, greater investment in mass transit and stricter drunk driving 

enforcement. 

https://injuryfacts.nsc.org/motor-vehicle/historical-fatality-trends/deaths-and-rates/
https://www.trtworld.com/africa/deadly-crash-between-bus-and-fuel-truck-leaves-dozens-dead-in-drc-48866
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iatssr.2020.12.006
https://www.washingtonpost.com/transportation/2022/05/21/road-deaths-fatalities-safety/
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The U.S. doesn’t just lag behind other rich countries in promoting road safety. In recent years, traffic deaths 

in the U.S. have increased. After a gradual reduction over 50 years, fatalities soared to a 16-year high in 2021 

when almost 43,000 people died. Pedestrian deaths hit a 40-year high at 7,500. 

What caused this surge in deaths? Roads were less busy during COVID-19 lockdowns, but proportionately 

more people engaged in riskier behaviors, including speeding, drinking and driving, distracted driving and not 

using seat belts. 

Cyclist and pedestrian traffic deaths were rising even before the pandemic, as cities encouraged walking and 

biking without providing adequate infrastructure. Painting a white line on a busy street is not a substitute for 

providing a fully protected, designated bicycle lane. 

Two harmful narratives about traffic safety 

Two narratives often cloud discussions of traffic fatalities. First, calling these events “accidents” normalizes 

what I view as a slaughter of innocents. It is part of the cult of automobility and the primacy that the U.S. 

affords to fast-moving vehicular traffic. 

Automobility has created a special form of space – roads and highways – where deaths and injuries are 

considered “accidents.” In my view, this is an extreme form of environmental injustice. Historically 

disadvantaged groups and poorer communities are overrepresented in traffic deaths and injuries. 

The second misleading narrative holds that nearly all road deaths and injuries are caused by human error. 

Public officials regularly blame poor drivers, distracted pedestrians and aggressive bicyclists for street deaths. 

People do take too many risks. In recent years, AAA’s annual traffic safety culture survey has found that a 

majority of drivers view unsafe driving behaviors, such as texting while driving or speeding on highways, as 

extremely or very dangerous. But significant numbers of drivers report engaging in those behaviors anyway. 

But as urban studies expert David Zipper has pointed out, a persistent myth often cited by government 

agencies and the media asserts that 94% of accidents in the U.S. are caused by individual drivers. This bloated 

figure has successfully shifted responsibility away from other factors such as car design, traffic 

infrastructure and the need for more effective public policies. 

https://www.vox.com/the-big-idea/2016/11/30/13784520/roads-deaths-increase-safety-traffic-us
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2021-12-08/traffic-deaths-surged-during-covid-19-pandemic-heres-why
https://newsroom.aaa.com/2022/02/solving-a-puzzle-with-fewer-drivers-on-the-road-during-covid-why-the-spike-in-fatalities/
https://newsroom.aaa.com/2022/02/solving-a-puzzle-with-fewer-drivers-on-the-road-during-covid-why-the-spike-in-fatalities/
https://theconversation.com/why-us-cities-are-becoming-more-dangerous-for-cyclists-and-pedestrians-111713
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tra.2018.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/17450101.2021.1981118
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26622434?seq=1
https://usa.streetsblog.org/2020/10/14/the-94-solution-we-need-to-understand-the-causes-of-crashes/
https://aaafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/2020-Traffic-Safety-Culture-Index-October-2021.pdf
https://www.davidzipper.com/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2021/11/deadly-myth-human-error-causes-most-car-crashes/620808/
https://www.iihs.org/news/detail/suvs-other-large-vehicles-often-hit-pedestrians-while-turning
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/dange;%20rous-by-design/
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/dange;%20rous-by-design/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3893966/
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Former New York City transportation commissioner Janette Sadik-Khan visits a street in Queens that was 

closed to cars during the COVID-19 pandemic. Advocates are campaigning to make the closure permanent. 

Governments have the tools 

As I see it, road traffic deaths and injuries are not accidents. They are incidents that can be prevented and 

reduced. Doing that will require governments and urban planners to reimagine transportation systems not just 

for speed and efficiency, but also for safety and livability. 

That will mean protecting motorcyclists, bicyclists and pedestrians from vehicular traffic and reducing traffic 

speed on urban roads. It also will require better road design, enforcement of traffic laws that make the roads 

safer, and more effective and enforceable measures that promote safety devices like seat belts, child restraints, 

and helmets for bikers and motorcyclists. 

Unlike the COVID-19 pandemic, making streets safer doesn’t require designing new solutions in laboratories. 

What’s needed is the will to apply tools that have been shown to work. 

 

https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-

182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%20

31%202022%20-

%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%

20-

%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_

us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%2

0on%20wheels   

https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/road-traffic-injuries
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/road-traffic-injuries
https://www.pps.org/article/livememtraffic
https://extranet.who.int/roadsafety/death-on-the-roads/#speed
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
https://theconversation.com/deaths-and-injuries-in-road-crashes-are-a-silent-epidemic-on-wheels-182735?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980&utm_content=Latest%20from%20The%20Conversation%20for%20May%2031%202022%20-%202307922980+Version+B+CID_cf00df274d906c45b0321f9d171cb080&utm_source=campaign_monitor_us&utm_term=Deaths%20and%20injuries%20in%20road%20crashes%20are%20a%20silent%20epidemic%20on%20wheels
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VIA THE CRAFT OF WRITING 

Jonathan Escoffery on How to Build Trust with Readers 

"Readers come to the page wary that a story will drag on forever." 

By Jonathan Escoffery 

The following first appeared in Lit Hub’s The Craft of Writing newsletter—sign up here. 

Years ago, before I had taken my first college-level creative writing course, I began working on a novel about 

a married couple who owned and operated a farm that was failing largely because they’d fallen afoul of their 

vindictive, politically connected neighbors. My protagonist, the husband, amped up by feelings of inadequacy 

and powerlessness, and by his moral rationalizations, winds up doing some very bad things in the name of 

defending the family farm. Also, for some reason, the farm is besieged by werewolves! Though they, of 

course, are the lesser antagonists. 

https://lithub.com/sign-up-for-the-craft-of-writing
https://lithub.com/author/jonathanescoffery/
https://lithub.com/sign-up-for-the-craft-of-writing
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As my word count grew, so too did my desire to share what I’d written. Seeking encouragement more so than 

critical feedback, I posted the opening chapter to an online writing forum, and though the feedback was 

largely positive—this was an unusually kind corner of the internet—one commenter pointed out a key flaw in 

my chapter: nothing happens in it. Being thin-skinned, I might have found offense with any number of 

accurate statements he might have leveled against my submission, but because the chapter opened with an 

attack on the farm—again, werewolves—and an action sequence—a chase, a shooting, a killing—the 

comment also left me scratching my head. I shrugged it off as best I could and wrote another eighty more 

pages before abandoning the project.  

 

Later, I came to take away from that first bit of criticism that I had yet to imbue the happenings on the page 

with meaning. In a sense, too much happened too quickly. The what happened before the why should anyone 

care? Although my characters’ lives were at stake, I hadn’t worked in who they were, or the larger context for 

what it all meant. But what strikes me as an equally important observation is that I wasn’t yet having a 

coherent conversation with the reader, and that I hadn’t built in enough gestures to suggest that they should 

trust that I was taking them anywhere worth going. 
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Ad ends in 13s 

 

In early workshops, we often talk about character desire and how it’s intertwined with, if not the direct source 

of, the story’s conflict. There’s rising action that moves towards a climax before the conflict is resolved. 

Many of us will have seen this sketched out on a whiteboard or elsewhere, and it might resemble an inverted 

checkmark or an unfinished mountain peak. For me, I think it’s useful to think of story in terms of managing 

reader anticipation. This anticipation might be built in with implied questions, or questions that your narrator 

or characters explicitly ask, that readers will want to see answered through dramatization. But even with a 

gripping set of opening questions, readers come to the page wary that a story will drag on forever, and you 

can mitigate this by telling them exactly how long the story will take and even where there’ll spend that time. 

In the penultimate story in my collection, the protagonist, Delano, attempts to resurrect his defunct tree 

service before a hurricane makes landfall in Miami. Whether or not that’s an intriguing enough premise to get 

us reading, we should understand the question at hand: will he or won’t he succeed? The threat the hurricane 

poses to the area creates the conditions for his mad dash attempt—property managers across the city will need 

to ensure the trees in their communities are trimmed and in good enough condition to weather the storm, 

otherwise they’ll leave themselves open to lawsuits. Through a verbal disagreement with his business partner, 

Delano explains the three things they’ll need to succeed: they’ll need to convince a particular property 

manager to greenlight their working on her property, they’ll need to find a crew to do the grunt work, and 

they’ll need to retrieve the bucket truck they left at an especially disgruntled mechanic’s shop. Their challenge 

is that they have no money to pay the mechanic or the crew, and the property manager and Delano left their 

previous negotiations on very bad terms. 

Making sense of the present action and establishing character motivations can be as much about panning 

forward as it is about establishing our characters’ histories. 
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So we know what Delano wants, what sets him in motion on today of all days, we know his time constraints, 

and we know where he intends to go and who he intends to interact with. I forefront some of Delano’s 

upcoming troubles by changing the title from “The Bucket” to “If He Suspected He’d Get Someone Killed 

This Morning, Delano Would Never Leave His Couch.” I begin the story, “But Delano is not clairvoyant.” 

Now I’ve made a specific promise to the reader, and hopefully they’ll want to see how it plays out. 

Of course, it’s still my job, as the writer, to establish the stakes as best as I can. In this case, Delano’s wife has 

moved their kids out of state and he needs to get his business back on track, if he’s to compel her to bring 

them back. Some of this information is established in back story. It may be useful to think of the trials Delano 

embarks on through the inverted checkmark, but I’ve begun thinking of this kind of story construction 

through the image of a Slinky toy walking its way down a set of steps. At one end of the Slinky, I have all the 

information that explains what led Delano to this current moment of crisis and at the other end I have all his 

hopes for how things will go. The two ends meet during the present action, that which is actually happening. 

When we’re certain we have our readers rapt attention, we have room to explore what led to our characters 

present conditions, and by the time they’re back in present action readers should be that much more invested 

in the present journey. The part we writers sometimes forget is that we can tell readers how our heroes hope 

or expect things will go, so that when things don’t go that way (and they shouldn’t)—when we subvert both 

readers and our characters’ expectations—readers feel our characters’ pain and understand where they are on 

the storyboard. Making sense of the present action and establishing character motivations can be as much 

about panning forward as it is about establishing our characters’ histories.  
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If I ever return to my werewolf farmer thriller, I might build in my hero’s hopes and dreams and expectations, 

so that readers can feel invested when it all goes to hell. 

__________________________________ 

 

If I Survive You by Jonathan Escoffery is available via MCD. 

If I Survive YouJonathan EscofferyMCDThe Craft of Writingtrust 

 

 

Jonathan Escoffery 

Jonathan Escoffery is the recipient of the 2020 Plimpton Prize for Fiction, a 2020 National Endowment for 

the Arts Literature Fellowship, and the 2020 ASME Award for Fiction. His fiction has appeared in The Paris 

Review, American Short Fiction, Prairie Schooner, AGNI, Passages North, Zyzzyva, and Electric Literature, 

and has been anthologized in The Best American Magazine Writing. He received his MFA from the 

University of Minnesota, is a PhD fellow in the University of Southern California’s PhD in Creative Writing 

and Literature Program, and in 2021 was awarded a Wallace Stegner Fellowship in the Creative Writing 

Program at Stanford University. If I Survive You is his debut book. 

https://lithub.com/jonathan-escoffery-on-how-to-build-trust-with-readers/ 

  

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9780374605988
https://lithub.com/tag/if-i-survive-you/
https://lithub.com/tag/jonathan-escoffery/
https://lithub.com/tag/mcd/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-craft-of-writing/
https://lithub.com/tag/trust/
https://lithub.com/author/jonathanescoffery/
https://lithub.com/jonathan-escoffery-on-how-to-build-trust-with-readers/
https://lithub.com/author/jonathanescoffery/
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VIA WILLIAM MORROW 

Beyond the Colonial Gaze: Readings From Contemporary Nigeria 

Lola Jaye Recommends Wole Soyinka, Biyi Bandele, Akwaeke Emezi, and More 

By Lola Jaye 

As an author I remain passionate about telling the stories of Black characters from an historical perspective. 

It’s my way of showing how Black people were so much more than popular slave narratives. That there are 

other unexplored stories and hidden histories that also need to be told. This is why I wrote The Attic Child. I 

was desperate to bring the unknown story of Ndugu M’Hali to light, a little boy, previously a footnote in 

another person’s story. I wanted to give him a voice. He existed in Victorian London, attended a “good” 

school and mixed with Victorian England’s high society. And he was a black African. 

To avoid the danger of a single narrative it’s important that “other” voices are heard. 

As a British Nigerian, I feel it’s important when African writers bring the tumultuous history of the continent 

to the page, with tales of political turmoil and war, as well as the impact of colonialism and the trauma this all 

brings. I welcome these stories as the world should never be allowed to “forget.” Yet I am just as excited with 

the emergence of modern works which highlight Black people in seemingly “normal” situations, like looking 

https://www.harpercollins.com/products/the-attic-child-lola-jaye?variant=39933624909858
https://lithub.com/author/lolajaye/
https://bookshop.org/books/the-attic-child/9780063260375
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for love. Occupying general human conditions. Therefore, the following list encapsulates a diverse mix of 

Nigerian authors you may want to add to your reading list! 

  

Chinua Achebe is often referred to as “The Father of Nigerian Literature.” His novel Things Fall 

Apart depicts pre-colonial life in south-eastern Nigeria. Chinua Achebe reminds us of the fact that Nigeria 

had its own culture and intricate social and economic systems way before colonialism. That it was colonialism 

which merely disrupted these processes. A book that still teaches us, nine years after Chinua Achebe’s 

passing. 

https://bookshop.org/books/things-fall-apart/9780385474542
https://bookshop.org/books/things-fall-apart/9780385474542
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Wole Soyinka is a playwright and poet, as well as an author, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature 

in 1986. Although written as a poetic play, I had to include Death and the King’s Horseman. It’s based on 

real life events which took place in Oyo, Nigeria involving a kings horseman who is prevented from 

undergoing ceremonial suicide. Capturing the Yoruba experience during a time when Nigeria was occupied 

by the British. This classic work has just been made into the Netflix movie, Elesin Oba: The King’s 

Horseman which will premiere in September 2022. 

https://bookshop.org/books/death-and-the-king-s-horseman/9780393322996
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Biyi Bandele wrote the sweeping coming of age The King’s Rifle. A book with huge historical importance, 

not least because of the focus on Nigerian soldiers who fought in WW2 for the British army. Until recently 

the involvement of Africans during WW2 was hardly acknowledged and in the novel, Biyi Bandele shares the 

experience of his father who had returned from Burma traumatized with PTSD. Biyi Bandele recently adapted 

Wole Soyinka’s Elesin Oba: The King’s Horseman for Netflix, which will now be released posthumously due 

to his untimely death in August 2022. 

https://bookshop.org/books/the-king-s-rifle/9780061582660
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Buchi Emecheta has written novels which draw heavily on issues such as gender imbalances, and how 

women can be defined through a narrow framework. In The Joys of Motherhood, the protagonist is a 

Nigerian woman who defines and validates herself through motherhood. Buchi Emecheta had a knack of 

being able to expertly and sensitively shine a light on the distortion of traditional values. Her writing is fresh 

and relevant five years after her passing. 

https://bookshop.org/books/the-joys-of-motherhood/9780807616239
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Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote a gorgeous, yet realistic love story in Americanah. Focusing on 

childhood sweethearts who are separated when one leaves Nigeria for America. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

tackles issues of loneliness, identity and loss. This is a novel that remains close to my heart and really 

resonated with me, having read it at a time when I briefly moved from the UK to live in America. 

https://bookshop.org/books/americanah/9780307455925
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Tope Folarin has written a powerful coming of age story in A Particular Kind of Black Man, which begins 

with a Nigerian family living in small-town Utah. The move from Nigeria becomes a struggle for the young 

protagonist, as his mother sinks deeper into schizophrenia and his father chases the American dream. 

https://bookshop.org/books/a-particular-kind-of-black-man-9781508294597/9781501171833


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

110 

 

Akwaeke Emezi immediately drew me in with the title: You Made a Fool of Death with Your Beauty. It’s 

been five years since the main character lost the love of her life and now feels she is ready to learn how to live 

again. This book seamlessly takes us into a world of love, possibility… and healing. 

https://bookshop.org/books/you-made-a-fool-of-death-with-your-beauty-9781432898267/9781982188702
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Chinelo Okparanta has written an original piece of satirical fiction with Harry Sylvester Bird. The 

protagonist in this story is a white teenager who as well as disliking his racist and xenophobic parents, appears 

intent on shaking off his white privilege. This is satirical, thus a clever way to open up the conversation 

regarding issues of racism and privilege in America today. 

__________________________________ 

https://bookshop.org/books/harry-sylvester-bird-9780358622352/9780358617273
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The Attic Child by Lola Jaye is available from William Morrow, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers. 

A Particular Kind of Black ManAkwaeke EmeziAmericanahBiyi BandeleBuchi EmechetaChimamanda Ngozi 

AdichieChinelo OkparantaChinua AchebeDeath and the King's HorsemanHarperCollins PublishersHarry 

Sylvester BirdLola JayeNigeriaNigerian literaturereading listThe Attic ChildThe Joys of MotherhoodThe 

King's RifleThings Fall ApartTope FolarinWilliam MorrowWole SoyinkaYou Made a Fool of Death with 

Your Beauty 

 

 

 

https://bookshop.org/books/the-attic-child/9780063260375
https://lithub.com/tag/a-particular-kind-of-black-man/
https://lithub.com/tag/akwaeke-emezi/
https://lithub.com/tag/americanah/
https://lithub.com/tag/biyi-bandele/
https://lithub.com/tag/buchi-emecheta/
https://lithub.com/tag/chimamanda-ngozi-adichie/
https://lithub.com/tag/chimamanda-ngozi-adichie/
https://lithub.com/tag/chinelo-okparanta/
https://lithub.com/tag/chinua-achebe/
https://lithub.com/tag/death-and-the-kings-horseman/
https://lithub.com/tag/harpercollins-publishers/
https://lithub.com/tag/harry-sylvester-bird/
https://lithub.com/tag/harry-sylvester-bird/
https://lithub.com/tag/lola-jaye/
https://lithub.com/tag/nigeria/
https://lithub.com/tag/nigerian-literature/
https://lithub.com/tag/reading-list/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-attic-child/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-joys-of-motherhood/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-kings-rifle/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-kings-rifle/
https://lithub.com/tag/things-fall-apart/
https://lithub.com/tag/tope-folarin/
https://lithub.com/tag/william-morrow/
https://lithub.com/tag/wole-soyinka/
https://lithub.com/tag/you-made-a-fool-of-death-with-your-beauty/
https://lithub.com/tag/you-made-a-fool-of-death-with-your-beauty/
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Lola Jaye 

Lola Jaye is an author and registered psychotherapist. She was born and raised in London and has lived in 

Nigeria and the United States. She has a degree in Psychology and a Masters in Psychotherapy and 

Counselling. She has contributed to the sequel to the bestseller Lean In, penned by Facebook COO Sheryl 

Sandberg, and has also written for the Huffington Post, CNN, Essence, HuffPost and the BBC. She is a 

member of the Black Writers’ Guild and the author of five previous novels. The Attic Child is her first epic 

historical novel. 

 

https://lithub.com/beyond-the-colonial-gaze-readings-from-contemporary-nigeria/  

  

https://lithub.com/author/lolajaye/
https://lithub.com/beyond-the-colonial-gaze-readings-from-contemporary-nigeria/
https://lithub.com/author/lolajaye/
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Are federal disaster policies making the harmful impacts of climate change even worse? 

Sadie Frank, Eric Gesick, and David G. Victor Friday, March 26, 2021 

PLANET POLICY 

Over the last year, we have been studying how the physical impacts of climate change might affect the 

financial markets and Americans’ welfare. We were surprised to learn that even where municipalities know 

they are in harm’s way, they can readily borrow money for future infrastructure because the market knows 

that if climate-related disasters happen, the city or county will be bailed out. If true, this is a costly path. Not 

only will climate change hurt our welfare, but the practice of federal bailouts will amplify those dangers. We 

are already seeing warning signs. Natural disasters cost the United States $95 billion in 2020, double the 2019 

level, in part because the country saw a record number of Atlantic hurricanes. The Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA), on the front lines when disaster strikes, has plausibly become the nation’s 

most important administrative agency. 

 

Sadie Frank 

Research Assistant - Foreign Policy, Center for Security, Strategy, and Technology, The Brookings Institution 

https://www.brookings.edu/author/sadie-frank/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/eric-gesick/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/david-victor/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/flying-blind-what-do-investors-really-know-about-climate-change-risks-in-the-u-s-equity-and-municipal-debt-markets/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/07/climate/2020-disaster-costs.html#:~:text=the%20main%20story-,U.S.%20Disaster%20Costs%20Doubled%20in%202020%2C%20Reflecting%20Costs%20of%20Climate,largest%20wildfires%20recorded%20in%20California.
https://www.brookings.edu/author/sadie-frank/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/sadie-frank/
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Eric Gesick 

Member - Academy of Actuaries (MAAA)  

Fellow - Casualty Actuarial Society (FCAS)  

Visiting Scholar - Institute on the Environment, University of Minnesota 

 

David G. Victor 

Nonresident Senior Fellow - Foreign Policy, Global Economy and Development, Energy Security and 

Climate Initiative 

Effective disaster policy requires striking a balance. On the one hand, humanitarian responses are essential in 

a just society, and research shows those most affected by disasters have the least ability to absorb and rebound 

from shocks. When disaster strikes, government must stand ready to help. On the other hand, the act of 

helping can invite danger — when people know a government bailout is likely, they might build valuable 

https://www.brookings.edu/author/eric-gesick/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/david-victor/
https://www.brookings.edu/program/foreign-policy/
https://www.brookings.edu/program/global-economy-and-development/
https://www.brookings.edu/project/energy-security-and-climate-initiative/
https://www.brookings.edu/project/energy-security-and-climate-initiative/
https://www.brookings.edu/author/eric-gesick/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/david-victor/
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houses near the ocean and avoid the full consequences of their choice if that house get flattened by a 

hurricane. 

Getting that balance right is rapidly becoming a central political challenge surrounding climate change. In 

new research, we develop the foundation needed to strike a politically viable balance that can help make the 

country safer over the long haul. In particular, we look at the federal budget and the programs implicated by 

climate-related disasters. How much does the federal government spend rebuilding communities once they are 

hit, and how does that funding compare with investments in resilience that would actually lower the nation’s 

exposure to climate change? Simple rebuilding can create the perverse incentives that invite danger. 

Like many profound yet simple questions, this one is hard to answer because the relevant agencies and 

programs are diverse and spread across the federal government and states. We looked at disaster assistance 

programs, where FEMA dominates, along with infrastructure investment programs (e.g., at the Army Corps of 

Engineers) and federal insurance schemes for flood and crops. 

All told, as best we can tell, the ratio of recovery to resilience spending is about seven to one: For every $7 

spent on straightforward disaster recovery, only about $1 is spent on resilience against future hazards. For a 

nation about to experience substantial impacts from climate change, that ratio is probably way out of whack 

— overweighting spending for rebuilding in ways that don’t address the underlying need for a lot more 

resilience. This imbalance is particularly striking in light of evidence that money spent on resilience has a 

huge economic return — $6 of benefit for every dollar of expense. 

WANTED: REFORM 

Fixing this problem requires efforts on many fronts. One is improving the ability of government — and 

reformers — to understand what’s at stake in federal policy. A government-wide periodic evaluation of 

spending on climate-related weather impacts is a start, and the effort could readily build on data already being 

collected by the Government Accountability Office (or GAO, part of Congress) and FEMA (in the executive 

branch). 

What’s missing is an assessment of that spending in light of the looming impacts of climate change. At least 

every four years, the U.S. must conduct a National Climate Assessment. The most recent, published in 2018, 

examines climate impacts mostly from a scientific angle. But it’s crucial to study whether and how U.S. 

policies make the possible impacts of climate change even worse. In our work, we have found that the 

plausible economic impacts of climate change later this century could be 1,000 times greater on average (with 

lots of variation around the country) than today’s annual FEMA spending on infrastructure damage from 

climate-related disasters. Total estimated economic impacts are not the same thing as disaster payments, but 

the magnitude of the losses, and the fact that these future damages are concentrated in the same geographies 

https://www.brookings.edu/research/inviting-danger-how-federal-disaster-insurance-and-infrastructure-policies-are-magnifying-the-harm-of-climate-change/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/inviting-danger-how-federal-disaster-insurance-and-infrastructure-policies-are-magnifying-the-harm-of-climate-change/
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_mitsaves-factsheet_2018.pdf
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/2020-07/fema_mitsaves-factsheet_2018.pdf
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
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where FEMA money is currently being spent, are warning signs for investors and communities. Failure to get 

more resilient and to keep disaster spending in check could have catastrophic implications for communities 

and for the federal budget. 

Failure to get more resilient and to keep disaster spending in check could have catastrophic 

implications for communities and for the federal budget. 

Information is one thing. Using that information to chart new disaster policies is a political minefield, since 

large sums of funding are at stake. Even the declaration of a “disaster” is a political act — not merely a fact of 

nature — because it unlocks government funds. For example, states that are political battlegrounds are twice 

as likely to get disaster declarations, even after controlling for a slew of other factors such as objective 

measures of disaster costs. 

Big reforms are unlikely except in the context of a conspicuous failure — a massive disaster. Until that 

political window opens, there are too many special interests that gain too much from today’s system to do 

better than marginal reforms. For example, recent reporting indicates that FEMA’s long-awaited Risk Rating 

2.0, which would update how federal flood insurance premiums are calculated, will be delayed yet again due 

to concerns about political blowback. 

A big disaster can open the space for new thinking. After Superstorm Sandy in 2012, between one-third and 

one-half of the money Congress appropriated for recovery wisely went towards various resilience 

requirements. In 2017, the hurricanes that ravaged Houston and Puerto Rico opened the space for the 2018 

Disaster Recovery Reform Act, which set up an innovative new initiative called the Building Resilient 

Infrastructure and Communities program. It is nearly all focused on resilience and includes funding to help 

relocate some communities out of harm’s way. 

Even with the push of a disaster to usher in reform, political pressures can still make it hard to keep the 

course. After Hurricane Sandy, much of the bipartisan 2012 Biggert-Waters legislation — originally intended 

to reform the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) — was walked back after scheduled rate hikes hit 

homeowners rebuilding after the hurricane. Two years later, the Homeowner Flood Insurance Affordability 

Act repealed key parts of the original reforms. 

SEIZING AN OPPORTUNITY 

When the window of reform opens, Congress should have proposals ready. Piecemeal and small measures 

almost guarantee political failure. Instead, a forward-looking package must be constructed. Luckily, Congress 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1017/s0022381611000843?seq=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1017/s0022381611000843?seq=1
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/18/climate/chuck-schumer-fema-flood-insurance.html?action=click&module=Top%20Stories&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.wnyc.org/story/tracking-federal-sandy-aid-money-one-year-later/
https://www.wnyc.org/story/tracking-federal-sandy-aid-money-one-year-later/
https://www.fema.gov/grants/mitigation/building-resilient-infrastructure-communities#:~:text=Since%20the%20Disaster%20Recovery%20Reform,and%20Communities%20(BRIC)%20program.&text=While%20FEMA%20is%20finalizing%20the,released%20on%20August%204%2C%202020.
https://www.fema.gov/grants/mitigation/building-resilient-infrastructure-communities#:~:text=Since%20the%20Disaster%20Recovery%20Reform,and%20Communities%20(BRIC)%20program.&text=While%20FEMA%20is%20finalizing%20the,released%20on%20August%204%2C%202020.
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has experience with problems of this type and has a well-tested playbook: the Base Closure and Realignment 

Appropriations (BRAC) process. Designed to address gridlock over the political and economic impacts of 

closing military bases, over five rounds of package deals, BRAC helped close 350 military bases while 

making more efficient use of national resources (saving $12 billion per year, roughly) — all in a bipartisan 

fashion. (The model was so effective that Congress has shut it down, for now, which has pushed the base 

closure process into a stealthier mode that is less likely to be politically sustainable.) Applied to disaster 

assistance, a package could be formulated that included flood coverage reform like Risk Rating 2.0 and 

money for resilience to affected communities, along with a much more active program for buying out 

properties that repeatedly fall in harm’s way. Such a program would signal a long-term glide path for 

investors and communities that the government is getting serious about addressing the impacts of climate 

change and disaster policy. 

 

https://www.bracpmo.navy.mil/
https://www.bracpmo.navy.mil/
https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/homeland-security/252594-time-for-a-new-brac
https://www.brookings.edu/book/europes-crisis-europes-future/
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Central Banking after the Great Recession 

Edited by David Wessel  

•  

Europe’s Crisis, Europe’s Future 

Edited by Kemal Derviş and Jacques Mistral  

 2014 

•  

To the Edge 

By Philip A. Wallach  

 2015 

That federal disaster policy needs reform is widely known, and history shows many reforms that have been 

tried with varying degrees of success. For instance, some reform efforts are so small that they have little real 

impact: Recently, the GAO studied small-scale pilot projects for community relocation, which are politically 

difficult to scale up. And existing programs like NFIP that have smart yet marginal reforms — like buying out 

properties that repeatedly flood — are often ineffectively administered, blunting their impact. Bold 

approaches have however sometimes followed sustained moments of crisis. The Department of Housing and 

Urban Development’s Community Development Block Grant program (CDBG) for instance, launched 

the CDBG-Mitigation program in 2018. With $16 billion targeted towards resilience projects from the 2015, 

2016, and 2017 disaster years, our research shows that this remains the largest single chunk of funding ever 

designated specifically for resilience. More of these bold ideas and approaches are urgently needed. 

https://www.brookings.edu/book/central-banking-after-the-great-recession/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/david-wessel/
https://www.brookings.edu/book/europes-crisis-europes-future/
https://www.brookings.edu/experts/kemal-dervis/
https://www.brookings.edu/search/Jacques+Mistral/
https://www.brookings.edu/book/to-the-edge/
https://www.brookings.edu/search/Philip+A.+Wallach/
https://www.hudexchange.info/programs/cdbg-mit/overview/
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Dawdling is getting a lot more costly in the face of climate change. Getting ready for a big reform — and 

signaling to the markets that it is coming — will help American individuals and firms get better prepared for 

future disasters. In doing that, the country will become more resilient in the face of what seems likely to be 

massive impacts wrought by a changing climate. 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/2021/03/26/are-federal-disaster-policies-making-the-harmful-

impacts-of-climate-change-even-worse/ 

  

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/2021/03/26/are-federal-disaster-policies-making-the-harmful-impacts-of-climate-change-even-worse/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/planetpolicy/2021/03/26/are-federal-disaster-policies-making-the-harmful-impacts-of-climate-change-even-worse/
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Decreased genetic diversity in immune system could affect endangered toads' survival 

Genetic bottlenecks could impact species' ability to respond to new pathogens 

June 1, 2022 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/decreased-genetic-diversity-immune-system-could-affect-endangered-toads-survival#hero-credit-caption
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A new study by U.S. National Science Foundation grantees at North Carolina State University examines 

immune system diversity in the critically endangered Wyoming toad and finds that genetic bottlenecks could 

impact a species' ability to respond to new pathogens. The results could inform captive breeding strategies for 

endangered animal populations. The research appears in Conservation Genetics. 

The Wyoming toad, Anaxyrus baxteri, suffered a severe population decline in the latter part of the 20th 

century due to factors including habitat destruction and fungal infection. The toad was brought into a captive 

breeding program in the 1990s to save the species. 

Scientists estimate a current wild population of 400 to 1,500 animals; the toad is considered critically 

endangered. 

"Population reduction in this species created a genetic bottleneck to begin with, meaning the level of genetic 

diversity is already very small," said Jeff Yoder, co-corresponding author of a paper describing the work. 

"This is the first study to look specifically at genetic diversity in the immune systems of these toads and how 

it could impact them as a population." 

Added Kara Carlson, first author of the study, "we were focused specifically on sequences encoding toll-like 

receptors -- TLRs -- and the proteins of the major histocompatibility complex, or MHC, expressed in these 

tissues. These sets of genes are major components of the immune system." 

TLRs are the first responders of the immune system and are similar among species. The MHC, on the other 

hand, is a large and diverse group of genes that varies among species and individuals. It can determine why 

one group is more resistant to a particular pathogen than another. 

"The Wyoming toads that were brought into captivity to save the species were all able to resist the fungus that 

had decimated the population, but that could mean that their immune diversity is reduced," said Carlson. 

Yoder added that "by understanding the genetic diversity of the immune system we can inform captive 

breeding to increase the chance of a species resisting disease in the wild. Studies like this are invaluable for 

captive breeding practices going forward." 

"This is an excellent example of basic research in immunology translating into use-inspired research to save 

endangered species," said Joanna Shisler, a program director in NSF's Division of Integrative Organismal 

Systems.  

https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1755242&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fnews.ncsu.edu%2F2022%2F04%2Fimmune-system-endangered-toad-survival%2F&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdecreased-genetic-diversity-immune-system-could-affect-endangered-toads-survival
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Flink.springer.com%2Farticle%2F10.1007%2Fs10592-022-01444-8&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Fdecreased-genetic-diversity-immune-system-could-affect-endangered-toads-survival
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Research areas 

Division of Integrative Organismal Systems (BIO/IOS) 

Directorate for Biological Sciences (BIO) 

Image credit & caption 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/decreased-genetic-diversity-immune-system-could-affect-endangered-toads-survival  

  

https://beta.nsf.gov/bio/ios
https://beta.nsf.gov/bio
https://beta.nsf.gov/news/decreased-genetic-diversity-immune-system-could-affect-endangered-toads-survival
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Eva Vermandel for The Atlantic 

BOOKS 

Ian Mcewan’s Anti-Memoir 

The author reflects on a charmed life—and all that could have gone wrong. 

By Adam Begley 

Ian mcewan, slumped on a comfortable couch in the large formal sitting room of his Cotswolds manor house, 

dazzling early-summer sun filtering through the tall, narrow windows, tells me he has been suffering from a 

protracted bout of pessimism. “I got totally obsessed with Russia invading Ukraine,” he says, an unfamiliar 

note of pain in his voice. “From February onwards, it filled my thoughts. Massacres in small villages 

northeast of Kyiv, like curling black-and-white photographs. Suddenly it’s here again—unbelievable, 

merciless brutality; old ladies shot in their kitchens.” He rubs his eyes (hay fever). A barbaric assault on 

European complacency, the invasion has reminded him how close we are, all of us, to annihilation. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/books/
https://www.theatlantic.com/author/adam-begley/
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Explore the October 2022 Issue 

Check out more from this issue and find your next story to read. 

View More 

Aware of his good fortune, of his plush surroundings, he acknowledges “an enormous amount of local 

happiness” cushioning his geopolitical gloom. Lockdown, perversely liberating, was midwife to his 17th 

novel, Lessons: “It was one of the most pleasant writing experiences I’ve ever had. The stillness here, the long 

walks, writing every day, seven days a week, 10 hours a day.” The result is his longest book and among his 

most engrossing, an exploration of a lifetime and an era, the 70-year stretch from the postwar decade to the 

present day, the bruised and battered Pax Americana. One of the many questions the novel poses: “By what 

logic or motivation or helpless surrender did we all, hour by hour, transport ourselves within a generation 

from the thrill of optimism at Berlin’s falling Wall to the storming of the American Capitol?” 

Lessons thrives on the interplay between seismic global events—the Cold War, Chernobyl, Brexit, COVID-

19—and private lives, in particular that of Roland Baines, an alter ego whose parents, siblings, childhood, and 

early education are all minutely modeled on McEwan’s own. On the brink of adolescence, Ian’s and Roland’s 

paths diverge. The alter ego suffers a trauma that knocks him off course; thereafter, everything he does and 

everything done to him begs to be measured against the real-life experience of the author. Life and 

counterlife: Roland’s mid-30s marital disaster is a funhouse distortion of the gradual collapse of McEwan’s 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/toc/2022/10/
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780593535202
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/toc/2022/10/
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first marriage and the bruising, much publicized custody battle that followed. Whereas McEwan moved on 

and flourished, Roland floundered. 

LessonsIAN MCEWAN,KNOPF 

BUY BOOK 

When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The 

Atlantic. 

In his early 70s, having drifted ineffectually through several freelance careers, Roland pictures himself as “the 

bald and porcine nonentity with the disappointed air.” McEwan, whose hairline has retreated and who 

nurtures, just shy of his 74th birthday, a modest paunch, carries himself with the easy confidence of that rare 

writer who is both a serial best seller and a prize-bedecked darling of the critics. Calm, rational, unhurried, he 

fixes you with a steady eye, narrowed occasionally to a quizzical squint, his gaze the physiological equivalent 

of his lucid, neat, economical prose. His wry good humor suggests that he’s a stranger to disappointment and 

difficulty. 

An anti-memoir, a memoir of the life McEwan might have led, Lessons begins with the memory of a 

harrowing piano lesson. Eleven-year-old Roland is newly arrived at a boarding school in Suffolk. His parents 

are 2,000 miles away, in Libya, where his father is a captain in the British army. Here comes the trauma, the 

genesis of the counterlife. Roland is frightened and confused by Miriam Cornell, his 22-year-old teacher: 

“Round-faced, erect, perfumed, strict. Her beauty lay concealed behind her manner. She never scowled or 

smiled. Some boys said she was mad, but he doubted that.” He’s overcome by her rosewater scent. “Her arm 

was firm and warm against his shoulder, her hands, her painted nails, were right above his lap. He felt a 

terrible tingling draining his attention.” After he stumbles again and again over the same note, she punishes 

him, a moment that will change his life: 

Her fingers found his inside leg, just at the hem of his grey shorts, and pinched him hard. That night there 

would be a tiny blue bruise. Her touch was cool as her hand moved up under his shorts to where the elastic of 

his pants met his skin. He scrambled off the stool and stood, flushed. 

Roland doesn’t know it yet, and it will take him half a lifetime to face it, but that hand sliding up under his 

shorts is a sexual assault. Miriam is grooming him, and three years later, when he’s 14, they embark on a 

torrid two-year affair—“erotic bliss” for the teenage child, and for Miriam, too. They are in love, or so they 

https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780593535202
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believe. At 16, Roland manages to break away, jolted by the creeping realization that Miriam is, after all, 

mad. 

The scene at the piano, an example of the forensic realism McEwan has perfected, is vivid and convincing. It 

also sows confusion. A young woman abusing a boy? “I wanted to write about the victim,” McEwan explains. 

“If I’d done it the usual way, I’d have to ‘culturally appropriate’ a woman.” (The quotation marks are audible, 

just barely.) He adds that there are of course far more instances of boys being abused by older men. “I could 

have done it that way, but the sex I know from the inside is heterosexual. So I wasn’t going to appropriate gay 

experience either.” 

Not wholly satisfied with his explanation and aware, perhaps, that it might sound impatient or prickly, he 

begins again: “I want to go deep into this, the actual seduction scene. The permanence of the experience in 

memory takes its shape from the fact that, inappropriately, love and desire were aroused in Roland—and that 

longing is always there. However angry he might be with her, or however much he tries to run away from the 

thoughts, there was at some point a total obsession and desire, which he thought at the time was his own 

choice.” 

McEwan’s stubborn devotion to realism is at once a strength and a weakness; it risks making him seem old-

fashioned and conventional, too tidy, too slick. 

After noting that the novel offers no final judgment on Miriam’s actions, McEwan delivers a verdict, slowly, 

clearly, as if for the record: “Anyone who activates sexual longing in a child is crossing the line into 

something resembling rape. Even if it isn’t rape, it’s not consensual; it cannot be consensual, because Roland, 

at 14, is a child.” The damage is enduring. Two decades later, when Roland is told that his piano teacher 

“rewired” his brain, he recognizes the appalling accuracy of the diagnosis. 

The next great turning point in his life occurs soon after he has overcome his trauma-induced aversion to 

commitment and married a half-German woman, Alissa, an aspiring writer. They have a son, Lawrence, who 

is only seven months old when Alissa vanishes, leaving a cryptic note saying she’s been “living the wrong 

life.” She deserts Roland and the baby in order to write, “consumed by an ambition for which she was ready 

to suffer and make others suffer too.” She goes on to become Germany’s leading novelist, a best-selling 

author with a formidable international reputation—and a “defiantly realist” voice that might as well be 

McEwan’s. Lawrence, meanwhile, remains motherless. The child has no memory of Alissa, doesn’t know 

where she is or why she left. As for poor, jilted Roland, “the common tightly encircled fate of single mothers 

was his.” 

Alissa abandoning her baby boy and years later ending the marriage with bloodless efficiency (“papers 

prepared by German and English lawyers, paid for by Alissa”) is the opposite of what happened to McEwan. 
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His 13-year marriage to Penny Allen, a spiritual counselor and freelance writer, fell apart in 1994. She fought 

to keep custody of their two sons, a fight she lost—and in the midst of losing, she absconded with the younger 

boy, who was then 13. The tragicomic episode was recounted with glee in British newspapers delighted to see 

a celebrated author endure a grim plot twist straight out of his own fiction: His third novel, The Child in 

Time (1987), begins with a toddler’s abduction. 

 

Ian McEwan in London in 1981 (Anton Corbijn / Contour by Getty) 

https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780385497527
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780385497527
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In his 60s, Roland goes to a lecture on Robert Lowell and his sonnet sequence The Dolphin—“the larger 

subject was the ruthlessness of artists,” hence the draw. Roland hears how in these poems Lowell cruelly used 

and misused the misery of his discarded wife, Elizabeth Hardwick. After the lecture, a woman in the audience 

argues that Lowell’s cruelty fits a recognized pattern of masculine behavior: male artists who abandon their 

responsibilities toward their families and hide “behind the demands of their high calling, their art.” Women 

artists who do the same, she notes, are harshly condemned. 

Three pages on the Lowell scandal might seem like an unnecessary digression (or a clunky way to address 

another gender flip), yet McEwan knits the episode into the fabric of the novel with a characteristic dither 

from Roland, who decides he will stand up in the lecture hall and say, “I am a male Hardwick.” And then 

doesn’t do it: “The moment passed … Roland began to doubt himself.” Here again, comparison with 

McEwan’s experience is instructive. In October 2014, when he was speaking at the Cheltenham Literature 

Festival, he was heckled from the back of the audience by his ex-wife, fodder for more newspaper headlines. 

McEwan didn’t respond to Allen’s heckling and offered no comment to the press. I’ve been interviewing him 

on and off for 30-odd years, and reading him for longer (a few years ago, he proposed that I write his 

biography), and I know without asking that McEwan won’t talk on or off the record about his ex-wife. In 

1999, a High Court judge in London issued an injunction preventing Allen from commenting on their 

marriage—and he in turn observes a self-imposed silence with regards to her. The counterlife 

of Lessons echoes loudly with her absence. 

Lessons acknowledges what McEwan calls “the colossal degree of the accidental.” A hard pinch on his thigh 

and he might have been Roland, his protagonist. 

About literature, McEwan is always ready to talk. “Novels at their best name the world,” he tells me, not for 

the first time. His stubborn devotion to realism is at once a strength and a weakness; it risks making him seem 

old-fashioned and conventional, too tidy, too slick. He names the world, but of course can’t apprehend it with 

unimpeachable objectivity, his worldview distorted by the usual suspects: race, gender, sexual preference, 

socioeconomic status. A militantly empirical, science-minded secular humanist, he’s happy to declare that 

materialism is “the most freeing of worldviews” and unafraid to bash religiosity: “The word spiritual,” he told 

me nearly 20 years ago, “I just don’t understand what people mean. I hear that word and I reach for my gun.” 

His realism rests on certainty tempered by an acute awareness of contingency—and by empathy, a novelist’s 

indispensable attribute. But can empathy wholly compensate for an ingrained point of view, a nexus of 

obdurate personal bias and cherished belief? Even assuming that the world he wants to name is one we all 

recognize, how can he be confident that language carries meaning without spillage or slippage? Readers on 

the lookout for confirmation of radical, existential doubt and fans of the avant-garde thrilled by the instability 

of language should pluck books from a different shelf. 

https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780374538279
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/04/theirs-truly-the-lowell-bishop-letters/307315/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/04/theirs-truly-the-lowell-bishop-letters/307315/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1975/01/the-difficult-grandeur-of-robert-lowell/376285/
https://observer.com/2005/03/sage-of-anxiety/
https://observer.com/2005/03/sage-of-anxiety/
https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/393/the-art-of-fiction-no-173-ian-mcewan
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But readers who prefer an author who says, in essence, This is who we are, how we live; this is the condition 

of our modernity will recognize the authority stamped on McEwan’s sentences. Lessons begins, “This was 

insomniac memory, not a dream.” Even as he explores what might have been, life’s mysterious bifurcations, 

he’s still saying, We are on firm ground here; the way forward will be clearly signposted. “It’s part of his 

mastery as a novelist,” says his old friend and fellow novelist Julian Barnes, who read an advance copy 

of Lessons. “Already, in the first few pages, you think, Ah, I’m back with Ian, back with his high intelligence 

and his clear style—you know that he knows what he’s doing and you’ll be in good hands.” 

After an hour’s conversation, McEwan suggests we take a stroll through the grounds. Below neatly tended 

terraced gardens—masses of roses, delphiniums, poppies, the riot of color intensified by the buzzing of wild 

bees—is a large pond with a jetty and a rowboat. Grass meadows spill into an unspoiled, thickly wooded 

valley. There are nine acres in all and, hidden away, sequestered by tall yew hedges, an infinity pool with a 

view over the valley. At the edge of the pond he frets over a variety of water lily that’s spread too quickly, 

then turns back to look up at the house, the limestone glowing warm in the bright sunshine. He bought the 

property a decade ago with his second wife, Annalena McAfee, a newspaper editor turned novelist whom he 

married in 1997. Clearly still surprised that he owns it, he mentions the fact that his parents, like Annalena’s, 

came from working-class backgrounds. It’s a Gatsby moment—McEwan taking note of how far he’s traveled. 

His father left school to become a butcher’s boy; his mother worked as a chambermaid. He was the first in the 

family to be educated beyond the age of 16. Growing up, neither he nor Annalena could have dreamed of 

living in such a house. 

Lessons is his way of acknowledging what he calls “the colossal degree of the accidental.” A hard pinch on 

his thigh and he might have been Roland—who is himself keenly aware that his haphazard life is a fortunate 

one. Here he is in Berlin, staring down into the white-tiled basement cells of the demolished Gestapo 

headquarters: 

The accidental fortune was beyond calculation, to have been born in 1948 in placid Hampshire, not Ukraine 

or Poland in 1928, not to have been dragged from the synagogue steps in 1941 and brought here. His white-

tiled cell—a piano lesson, a premature love affair, a missed education, a missing wife—was by comparison a 

luxury suite. If his life so far was a failure, as he often thought, it was in the face of history’s largesse. 

Lessons measures the distance between a Gestapo cell and Roland’s cluttered, rotting house in Clapham 

(McEwan lived in a house in Clapham for five years, some of that time with Allen and her two daughters 

from a previous marriage). I can’t help measuring the further distance between a Gestapo cell and an infinity 

pool in the Cotswolds. 

Back in the house and nursing a cup of tea, he traces the overlap between his life and Roland’s. “My Libyan 

childhood; the tension between my parents, never acknowledged; the split in the family—again, no one ever 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/28/t-magazine/ian-mcewan-cotswolds-garden-annalena-mcafee.html
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said it was a split in the family—all of that is pretty much as I remember it. I’ve never really written about it, 

except tangentially.” 

The split in the McEwan family predates Ian’s birth. His mother, Rose, was married to a man named Ernest 

Wort, with whom she had two children. While Ernest was overseas fighting in the Second World War, Rose 

had an affair with another soldier, David McEwan, a sergeant major who’d been wounded at Dunkirk. She got 

pregnant and in 1942 gave birth to a baby boy whom she gave away after placing a classified ad in a local 

newspaper: “Wanted, home for baby boy, age 1 month; complete surrender.” Her husband died in 1944, from 

injuries sustained in combat, and in 1947 the widowed Rose married David. Their affair and the baby they 

surrendered completely were kept secret. Ian, like Roland, was born in 1948. 

Although for two decades they lived no more than 15 miles apart, neither brother knew of the other’s 

existence. Then in 2002 a man named David Sharp contacted McEwan and his half-siblings and told them his 

story, which he’d pieced together first through finding the newspaper ad, then with the help of a tracing 

service run by the Salvation Army, and finally thanks to Rose’s sister, who confirmed that Rose had handed 

her baby over to a couple named Sharp on a railway-station platform in 1942. The Sharps, also working-class, 

had provided young David with a happy childhood. At age 14 he learned that he’d been adopted; the next year 

he left school to become a bricklayer. No wonder McEwan muses on lives he might have led. 

His earliest years (and Roland’s) were spent on army bases abroad, including the six years in Libya, after 

which he was sent to Woolverstone Hall, a boarding school in Suffolk some 90 miles northeast of London. 

His parents were eager for him to have the education they’d missed out on. “It was an extraordinary semi-

experimental school,” he remembers, “mostly working-class kids from central London, from what they used 

to call broken families.” It was a selective state school, but the McEwans paid no tuition. His piano teacher 

was a woman and his playing showed promise. (“She never laid a finger on me,” he says flatly.) He gave up 

the piano, a fork in the road, as he sees it: “If I’d continued, I might never have become a writer. I was so shy, 

I would have sunk into the piano.” 

Wowed by the black humor, the kinkiness, the menace of McEwan’s first four books, the British press 

bestowed a nickname: Ian McAbre. 

Woolverstone Hall provided a solid education. “In 1966, at the age of 18, I was well grounded in the canon as 

it then stood, unchallenged, from Chaucer through to T. S. Eliot.” He might have gone on to study English at 

King’s College, Cambridge, except for a humiliating stumble in his interview. (He tried to bluff his way 

through a question about Macbeth, which he’d yet to read; asked point-blank if he’d read the play, he 

confessed, and was so mortified that he refused to say another word.) 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/02/23/the-background-hum
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2009/02/23/the-background-hum
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Instead he went to the University of Sussex, newly established and with fresh ideas about how to read 

literature: Interdisciplinary study was encouraged, historical context taken into consideration. “I got things at 

Sussex I never would have got at Cambridge: Kafka, Freud, Bruno Schulz, and historiography—Frederick 

Jackson Turner and Jacob Burckhardt.” It was his reading of Kafka, Freud, and Schulz, with Thomas Mann 

and others thrown into the mix, that started him writing. He was admitted to a brand-new master’s program in 

literature at the University of East Anglia, where he had the option of submitting a creative-writing thesis. 

During his year there, he wrote most of his first book, a collection of stories called First Love, Last 

Rites (1975). 

Published just after he turned 27, the stories thrust McEwan into the thick of mid-1970s literary London. 

Barnes recalls, “I reviewed First Love in the New Statesman with such enthusiasm that I ended up in Private 

Eye’s Pseuds Corner”—where the satirical magazine reprints pretentious, pseudo-intellectual quotations 

plucked from elsewhere in the media. “Fortunately,” Barnes adds, “I hadn’t met him at that point, but I met 

him shortly afterwards. We were both hanging around Ian Hamilton’s New Review. I was writing a column, 

and Ian was sending in brilliant short stories that were too disgusting for other outlets to print.” 

Barnes isn’t kidding about the stories being disgusting. Rape, incest, pornography, rotting corpses, bestiality, 

child abuse, more child abuse (the vulnerability of children is one of McEwan’s great topics), murder, 

murderous fantasies—this is the stuff of his first four books, two of which, The Cement Garden (1978) 

and The Comfort of Strangers (1981), were novels. These sensational early works were designed to shock, 

and did. The biographer Hermione Lee, McEwan’s exact contemporary, recalls “a breathtaking talent leaping 

into the literary world. Everyone was talking about it; everyone was astounded by it.” Lee attended one or two 

of the Friday lunches at the Pillars of Hercules on Greek Street, the unofficial headquarters of The New 

Review, where an “affable and competitive” coterie of male writers (among them McEwan, Barnes, Hamilton, 

Martin Amis, Craig Raine, and Clive James) ate and talked and drank and drank some more. She remembers 

“the rough and tumble of Clive James holding forth and Ian Hamilton being sour and dour and brilliant, and 

McEwan always quietly, beautifully polite and thoughtful. It was a paradox: There was the gentle, attentive, 

mild-seeming person that one met, and the scalpel-like, ghoulish precision of that early work.” Wowed by the 

black humor, the kinkiness, the menace, the British press bestowed a nickname: Ian McAbre. 

Four books in the space of six years, great reviews, respectable sales—when I mention this fast start, McEwan 

seems to sink deeper into the couch. “The gothic early works,” he says wearily. “They were like baby steps, a 

small dark patch I inhabited for a while—and then got very claustrophobic. I had to move on. It has no 

interest for me now.” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1975/07/first-love-last-rites/664227/
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780679750192
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780679750192
https://archive.org/details/newreviewantholo0000unse_s9h7
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A manuscript of Black Dogs on his writing desk in Oxford in 1992 (Steve Pyke / Getty) 

During an astonishing 20-year stretch from 1987 (The Child in Time) to 2007 (On Chesil Beach), he 

published eight novels, nearly all extravagantly praised best sellers. Little trace of the gothic remained, in its 

place a new engagement with the wider world. Mature McEwan was morally aware, socially responsible, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2007/07/think-of-england/305975/
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politically committed. In the 1980s, as part of the European Nuclear Disarmament movement, he visited 

Eastern Bloc countries with the left-wing historian E. P. Thompson and met with Russian antinuclear 

dissidents, a trip that informed his thinking-person’s thriller, The Innocent (1990), set in Cold War Berlin. 

(Roland, too, joins the movement; he attends lectures by Thompson.) In 1998, McEwan won the Booker Prize 

for Amsterdam; a couple of years later, the Queen appointed him Commander of the Order of the British 

Empire. 

From the July/August 2007 issue: Christopher Hitchens on Ian McEwan’s On Chesil Beach 

During those same two decades, films were made of The Comfort of Strangers, The Innocent, Enduring Love, 

and Atonement. More recently, On Chesil Beach and The Children Act (2014) have been adapted for the 

screen, with McEwan himself writing the scripts. 

As if to assure us that his long winning streak is significant, that McEwan will enjoy a healthy literary 

afterlife, the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas paid $2 million for his papers in 2014. So 

far the archive consists of 71 document boxes, 12 computer discs, and a hard drive. 

Some mcewan novels seem to me unlikely to last: the absurdly plotted Amsterdam ; Solar (2010), overstuffed 

with heavy-handed humor; and the glib and tricksy Sweet Tooth (2012). If McEwan has staying power, I 

believe it will be fueled by two novels from that golden 20-year span: Black Dogs (1992), a neglected gem, 

and Atonement (2001), widely hailed as his masterpiece. And now, Lessons. 

Black Dogs is a novel of ideas pitting rationalism against spiritualism and encompassing the Holocaust and 

the fall of the Berlin Wall. It also harkens back to the author’s gothic phase. At the climax of the tale, 

McEwan zooms in on the open jaws of the eponymous canines with signature hyperrealism: “the alien black 

gums, slack black lips rimmed by salt, a thread of saliva breaking, the fissures on a tongue that ran to 

smoothness along its curling edge.” The dogs are incarnations of evil, “spirit hounds”—symbols of man’s 

stunning capacity for merciless cruelty, and yet they remain stubbornly real, a flesh-and-blood threat. The 

novel ends with a prophecy that has, alas, already been fulfilled: “They will return to haunt us, somewhere in 

Europe, in another time.” 

Atonement, McEwan’s finest, most complex novel, is about love, war, and storytelling. A triptych followed by 

a coda, it begins on a crushingly hot summer’s day in 1935 on the grounds of an English country house. Then 

suddenly we’re in Northern France, witnessing the British Expeditionary Force’s shambolic military retreat to 

Dunkirk in May 1940. Our last stop is a London hospital ward filled with grievously wounded Allied soldiers. 

The three panels, all gorgeous, are radically different from one another, though the writing is uniformly rich, 

elegant, and precise. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2007/07/think-of-england/305975/
https://norman.hrc.utexas.edu/fasearch/findingAid.cfm?eadid=01073
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2012/11/what-do-women-want-ian-mcewans-characters-are-never-sure/265378/
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780385494328
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/11/03/books/black-dogs.html
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780385721790
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1993/01/black-dogs/668452/
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McEwan and Martin Amis at a book party in 1991 (Dafydd Jones) 

The wizardry of Atonement is only fully revealed in the coda, where we discover that all of the marvelous 

writing that precedes it is the lifework of Briony Tallis, whom we first met as a precocious 13-year-old on that 

summer’s day in 1935. Although just a child at the time, Briony committed a terrible crime: She bore false 

witness. Her lifelong project, the book we’ve just read, is an attempt at atonement requiring bold, imaginative 

engagement, a fearless leap into bighearted empathy. Or, as she puts it in describing the project of the realist 

novel, “Like policemen in a search team, we go on hands and knees and crawl our way towards the truth.” 

With the coda, McEwan transforms the triptych into one sumptuous tapestry and reaffirms the author’s moral 

imperative, as he sees it: the duty to write well, in good faith, and to bear truthful witness. 

Lessons bears witness to another crime and its consequences. If Miriam Cornell hadn’t slipped her hand up 

under Roland’s shorts, he might have had a career as a concert pianist. Instead he plays “munch music” in the 

tearoom of a Mayfair hotel, “old favorites discreetly rendered so as not to disturb tranquil chat over Earl Grey 

tea and crustless sandwiches.” When Alissa absconds, he’s trying to establish himself as a poet; instead, he 

writes for in-flight magazines. Later he works for a start-up greeting-card company, “pouring out wised-up 
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doggerel—on behalf of birthdays, anniversaries, newly-weds, retirees, recovering drug addicts and alcoholics, 

ingoing hospital patients, outgoing neonates.” 

A worse fate awaits. Three and a half years after she disappears, in an alleyway in East Berlin, as the Wall is 

falling, Alissa hands him the English proof of her first novel. A few hours later, back in his hotel room, he 

reads the first paragraph. “He paused, read it again, and groaned. He read five pages and stopped, went back 

and read them again—and groaned.” The book is excellent. “How much easier it would have been if she had 

deserted her son and husband to write a mediocre novel.” He sees at once that she will achieve a kind of 

greatness. “The prose was beautiful, crisp, artful, the tone from the first lines had authority and intelligence. 

The eye was exact, unforgiving, compassionate.” That description points to a further irony: The wife who 

abandoned poor Roland writes like the author who consigned him to a career cranking out wised-up doggerel. 

I ask McEwan whether he had in mind a model for Alissa and her “rich and warm-blooded rationality.” He 

confirms my suspicion, a faint smile playing on his lips: “I would love to have the reader of Lessons have 

Roland’s response to reading Alissa.” 

Despite the envious groans, despite the thwarted ambition, despite yet another tragic twist in the tale of his 

protracted sentimental education, Roland’s life is not a misery. Uncomplaining, he endures the common fate: 

aging parents, dying parents, his own aging body betraying him, aching knees, a cardiac scare. With a light 

touch, McEwan captures the condition of late middle age: “These grown-up children were at that hinge of life 

when parents must begin to shrink and fold.” The source of Roland’s greatest satisfaction is his loose-knit 

family, his son and his son’s children, late-acquired stepchildren and their children—he’s a paterfamilias, 

loved and loving. As McEwan points out, “I gave Roland my schizoid sense of private happiness and public 

foreboding.” Here’s Roland in his 70s having supper with his son and daughter-in-law, the children already 

tucked in bed: 

The windows were open to the warm night air. The three spoke and listened easily, intimately. It often 

happened like this, Roland thought, the world was wobbling badly on its axis … Parts of the world were 

burning or drowning. Simultaneously, in the old-fashioned glow of close family … he experienced happiness 

that could not be dispelled, even by rehearsing every looming disaster … It made no sense. 

McEwan, too, basks in the old-fashioned glow of family. Both of his sons are fathers now, and he remains 

close—his troubles with Allen notwithstanding—to his two stepdaughters. Unlike the reclusive Alissa, he has 

never had to suffer for his ambition. He’s had his cake and eaten it. Lessons reckons with his great good 

luck—not smugly, but with the same forensic detachment he displayed as Ian McAbre. Back then he was 

dissecting depravity; now it’s our capacity for contentment and our stubborn urge to create. 

Ray Dolan, McEwan’s close friend, a neuroscientist at University College London, says Lessons has a 

“valedictory” air. Barnes agrees: “It’s a summing up of Ian’s life”—a startling claim, given the gulf between 

Roland and Ian. Barnes wrote a running commentary as he read, emailing McEwan four times with updates. 
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In his final email he wrote, “I won’t say Lessons feels like a Last Novel, but it wouldn’t be the worst thing if it 

were. Not that I wish death or ideas failure upon you, of course.” 

McEwan is certain he will write another novel—maybe several more—before death or ideas failure silences 

him. He’s not yet done naming the world—taking stock, as Roland so often does, of life trajectories and the 

blind rush of history. 

 

This article appears in the October 2022 print edition with the headline “Ian McEwan’s Counterlife.” 

LessonsIAN MCEWAN, KNOPFc    BUY BOOK 

Adam Begley is the author of Updike, The Great Nadar: The Man Behind the Camera, and Houdini: The 

Elusive American. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/10/ian-mcewan-lessons-book-interview/671250/  
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https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780593535202
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https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780061896460
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9781101902622
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780300230796
https://bookshop.org/a/12476/9780300230796
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2022/10/ian-mcewan-lessons-book-interview/671250/
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View image credit & caption 

Research News 

Unchecked global emissions on track to initiate mass extinction of marine life 

Ocean species could plummet to levels not seen since the extinction of the dinosaurs 

 

As greenhouse gas emissions continue to warm the world's oceans, marine biodiversity could be on track to 

plummet within the next few centuries to levels not seen since the extinction of the dinosaurs, according to 

a U.S. National Science Foundation-supported study in the journal Science by Princeton 

University researchers. 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/unchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life#hero-credit-caption
https://nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1737282&HistoricalAwards=false
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.science.org%2Fdoi%2F10.1126%2Fscience.abe9039&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Funchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.princeton.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F04%2F28%2Funchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Funchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life
https://beta.nsf.gov/now-leaving-78a3efd6accf00b9a6f94fd330?external_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.princeton.edu%2Fnews%2F2022%2F04%2F28%2Funchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life&back_url=https%3A%2F%2Fbeta.nsf.gov%2Fnews%2Funchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life
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The paper's authors modeled future marine biodiversity under different projected climate scenarios. They 

found that if emissions are not curbed, species losses from warming and oxygen depletion alone could mirror 

the substantial impact humans already have on marine biodiversity by around 2100. Tropical waters would 

experience the greatest loss of biodiversity, while polar species are at the highest risk of extinction, the 

authors reported. 

"Aggressive and rapid reductions in greenhouse gas emissions are critical for avoiding a major mass 

extinction of ocean species," said senior author Curtis Deutsch. The study found, however, that reversing 

greenhouse gas emissions could reduce the risk of extinction by more than 70%. 

"The silver lining is that the future isn't written in stone," said first author Justin Penn. "The extinction 

magnitude we found depends strongly on how much carbon dioxide we emit moving forward. There's still 

enough time to change the trajectory of CO2 emissions and prevent the magnitude of warming that would 

cause a mass extinction." 

Deutsch and Penn combined existing physiological data on marine species with models of climate change to 

predict how changes in habitat conditions would affect the survival of sea animals around the globe over the 

next few centuries. 

Research areas 

Environmental Research and Education (ERE) 

Division of Ocean Sciences (GEO/OCE) 

Directorate for Geosciences (GEO) 

 

https://beta.nsf.gov/news/unchecked-global-emissions-track-initiate-mass-extinction-marine-life  
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Scientific Seances in Twentieth-Century Iran 

Spiritism appealed to Iranian intellectuals who sought to reconcile their commitment to science with their 

pursuit of moral reform. 

Ceiling of Shah Mosque at Fatima Masumeh Shrine, Qom, Iran 

 via Wikimedia Commons 

By: Livia Gershon  

  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ceiling_of_Shah_Mosque_at_Fatima_Masumeh_Shrine,_Qom,_Iran.jpg
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/livia-gershon/
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In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, people in many parts of the world were adapting to rapid 

scientific advances, trying to figure out how they reconciled with religious and moral systems. Iran was no 

different. As religion scholar Alireza Doostdar writes, one form this took was the adoption of “scientific” 

Spiritism—conducting experiments in speaking with the dead, in a manner similar to its Anglo-American 

counterpart, Spiritualism. 

According to Doostdar, whether or not the Iranians who participated in these spirit-seeking experiments 

considered themselves Muslim, their behavior fit neatly with many ideas and practices of the Persian Islamic 

tradition, which had long considered knowledge to be a key to moral perfection. 

The man largely responsible for bringing Spiritism to Iran was Mirza Khalil Khan Saqafi, a physician, 

educator, diplomat, and writer. Early in his life, he was also a committed Muslim who authored a set of moral 

instructions for children that called on them to obey God and the “great men of religion.” Khalil Khan 

traveled to Paris for further medical training in 1895. There he encountered the French Spiritism movement, 

whose followers attempted to communicate with the dead and explored other mysterious psychic phenomena. 

Like the Spiritists, he considered this a scientific undertaking. 

There was a great interest in Spiritism, with many embracing its “scientifically proven” principles. 

 

Khalil Kahn returned to Tehran in 1899, where he became a personal physician to the nation’s new monarch, 

Mozaffar al-Din Shah. In the elite military and bureaucratic circles he ran in there, there was a great interest in 

Spiritism, with many embracing its “scientifically proven” principles. 

In the mid-1920s, Khalil Khan founded the Society of Experimental Spirit Science, which met weekly and 

included some of Iran’s prominent military leaders. Frequently, these meetings featured a séance, in which 

Khalil Khan would hypnotize a frail young woman, who would pass on moralizing communications from the 

spirits of the dead in the “fourth dimension.” On one occasion, those gathered heard from the spirit of the 

accomplished prime minister Mirza Taqi Khan Amir Kabir, who explained that he had been reborn 5,000 

times before living a perfect life on Earth and moving on to a comfortable afterlife. On the other hand, the 

fourteenth-century poet Hafez expressed remorse for his debauched and drunken life. 

“According to Kalil Khan and other Spiritists,” reports Doostdar, “the moral principles garnered from 

conversations with the souls of the dead amounted to positive knowledge as good as any other scientific fact.” 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/43908423?mag=scientific-seances-in-twentieth-century-iran
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43908423?mag=scientific-seances-in-twentieth-century-iran
https://daily.jstor.org/how-to-summon-spirits/
https://daily.jstor.org/how-to-summon-spirits/
https://daily.jstor.org/scientific-seances-in-twentieth-century-iran/?utm_term=Scientific%20Seances%20in%20Twentieth-Century%20Iran&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/scientific-seances-in-twentieth-century-iran/?utm_term=Scientific%20Seances%20in%20Twentieth-Century%20Iran&utm_campaign=jstordaily_06022022&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/when-women-channeled-the-dead-to-be-heard/
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Khalil Khan and colleagues hoped that systematic scientific inquiry would yield a universal moral system 

based not in the world’s varied traditions, but in objective fact. With his conversion to Spiritism, Khalil Khan 

had abandoned any references to Islamic tradition. Yet, his views as a Spiritist were very much in line with 

the religion’s teachings. 
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“Spiritism enabled these intellectuals, as it did many of their fellow travelers in Europe and elsewhere, to 

ground their religious cosmologies in what they took to be universal modern science,” Doostdar concludes. 

Over time, Spiritist practices spread beyond the network of the scientifically committed to become part of the 

mainstream. By the late 1960s, “summoning spirits” was such a common activity that Muslim critics 

considered it an epidemic and set out to refute the idea that séances could allow for communication with the 

dead. 
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MS. Found in a Bottle 

by Edgar Allan Poe 

 
                   Qui n'a plus qu'un moment a vivre 

                   N'a plus rien a dissimuler. 

 

                                 -- Quinault -- Atys. 

OF my country and of my family I have little to say. Ill usage and length of years have driven me from the 

one, and estranged me from the other. Hereditary wealth afforded me an education of no common order, and a 

contemplative turn of mind enabled me to methodize the stores which early study very diligently garnered up. 

-- Beyond all things, the study of the German moralists gave me great delight; not from any ill-advised 

admiration of their eloquent madness, but from the ease with which my habits of rigid thought enabled me to 

detect their falsities. I have often been reproached with the aridity of my genius; a deficiency of imagination 

has been imputed to me as a crime; and the Pyrrhonism of my opinions has at all times rendered me notorious. 

Indeed, a strong relish for physical philosophy has, I fear, tinctured my mind with a very common error of this 

age -- I mean the habit of referring occurrences, even the least susceptible of such reference, to the principles 

of that science. Upon the whole, no person could be less liable than myself to be led away from the severe 

precincts of truth by the ignes fatui of superstition. I have thought proper to premise thus much, lest the 

incredible tale I have to tell should be considered rather the raving of a crude imagination, than the positive 

experience of a mind to which the reveries of fancy have been a dead letter and a nullity. 

After many years spent in foreign travel, I sailed in the year 18 -- , from the port of Batavia, in the rich and 

populous island of Java, on a voyage to the Archipelago of the Sunda islands. I went as passenger -- having 

no other inducement than a kind of nervous restlessness which haunted me as a fiend. 

Our vessel was a beautiful ship of about four hundred tons, copper-fastened, and built at Bombay of Malabar 

teak. She was freighted with cotton-wool and oil, from the Lachadive islands. We had also on board coir, 

jaggeree, ghee, cocoa-nuts, and a few cases of opium. The stowage was clumsily done, and the vessel 

consequently crank. 

We got under way with a mere breath of wind, and for many days stood along the eastern coast of Java, 

without any other incident to beguile the monotony of our course than the occasional meeting with some of 

the small grabs of the Archipelago to which we were bound. 

One evening, leaning over the taffrail, I observed a very singular, isolated cloud, to the N.W. It was 

remarkable, as well for its color, as from its being the first we had seen since our departure from Batavia. I 

watched it attentively until sunset, when it spread all at once to the eastward and westward, girting in the 

horizon with a narrow strip of vapor, and looking like a long line of low beach. My notice was soon 

afterwards attracted by the dusky-red appearance of the moon, and the peculiar character of the sea. The latter 

was undergoing a rapid change, and the water seemed more than usually transparent. Although I could 

distinctly see the bottom, yet, heaving the lead, I found the ship in fifteen fathoms. The air now became 

intolerably hot, and was loaded with spiral exhalations similar to those arising from heat iron. As night came 

on, every breath of wind died away, an more entire calm it is impossible to conceive. The flame of a candle 

burned upon the poop without the least perceptible motion, and a long hair, held between the finger and 

thumb, hung without the possibility of detecting a vibration. However, as the captain said he could perceive 

no indication of danger, and as we were drifting in bodily to shore, he ordered the sails to be furled, and the 

anchor let go. No watch was set, and the crew, consisting principally of Malays, stretched themselves 

deliberately upon deck. I went below -- not without a full presentiment of evil. Indeed, every appearance 

warranted me in apprehending a Simoom. I told the captain my fears; but he paid no attention to what I said, 

and left me without deigning to give a reply. My uneasiness, however, prevented me from sleeping, and about 

midnight I went upon deck. -- As I placed my foot upon the upper step of the companion-ladder, I was startled 
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by a loud, humming noise, like that occasioned by the rapid revolution of a mill-wheel, and before I could 

ascertain its meaning, I found the ship quivering to its centre. In the next instant, a wilderness of foam hurled 

us upon our beam-ends, and, rushing over us fore and aft, swept the entire decks from stem to stern. 

The extreme fury of the blast proved, in a great measure, the salvation of the ship. Although completely 

water-logged, yet, as her masts had gone by the board, she rose, after a minute, heavily from the sea, and, 

staggering awhile beneath the immense pressure of the tempest, finally righted. 

By what miracle I escaped destruction, it is impossible to say. Stunned by the shock of the water, I found 

myself, upon recovery, jammed in between the stern-post and rudder. With great difficulty I gained my feet, 

and looking dizzily around, was, at first, struck with the idea of our being among breakers; so terrific, beyond 

the wildest imagination, was the whirlpool of mountainous and foaming ocean within which we were 

engulfed. After a while, I heard the voice of an old Swede, who had shipped with us at the moment of our 

leaving port. I hallooed to him with all my strength, and presently he came reeling aft. We soon discovered 

that we were the sole survivors of the accident. All on deck, with the exception of ourselves, had been swept 

overboard; -- the captain and mates must have perished as they slept, for the cabins were deluged with water. 

Without assistance, we could expect to do little for the security of the ship, and our exertions were at first 

paralyzed by the momentary expectation of going down. Our cable had, of course, parted like pack-thread, at 

the first breath of the hurricane, or we should have been instantaneously overwhelmed. We scudded with 

frightful velocity before the sea, and the water made clear breaches over us. The frame-work of our stern was 

shattered excessively, and, in almost every respect, we had received considerable injury; but to our extreme 

Joy we found the pumps unchoked, and that we had made no great shifting of our ballast. The main fury of 

the blast had already blown over, and we apprehended little danger from the violence of the wind; but we 

looked forward to its total cessation with dismay; well believing, that, in our shattered condition, we should 

inevitably perish in the tremendous swell which would ensue. But this very just apprehension seemed by no 

means likely to be soon verified. For five entire days and nights -- during which our only subsistence was a 

small quantity of jaggeree, procured with great difficulty from the forecastle -- the hulk flew at a rate defying 

computation, before rapidly succeeding flaws of wind, which, without equalling the first violence of the 

Simoom, were still more terrific than any tempest I had before encountered. Our course for the first four days 

was, with trifling variations, S.E. and by S.; and we must have run down the coast of New Holland. -- On the 

fifth day the cold became extreme, although the wind had hauled round a point more to the northward. -- The 

sun arose with a sickly yellow lustre, and clambered a very few degrees above the horizon -- emitting no 

decisive light. -- There were no clouds apparent, yet the wind was upon the increase, and blew with a fitful 

and unsteady fury. About noon, as nearly as we could guess, our attention was again arrested by the 

appearance of the sun. It gave out no light, properly so called, but a dull and sullen glow 

without reflection, as if all its rays were polarized. Just before sinking within the turgid sea, its central fires 

suddenly went out, as if hurriedly extinguished by some unaccountable power. It was a dim, sliver-like rim, 

alone, as it rushed down the unfathomable ocean. 

We waited in vain for the arrival of the sixth day -- that day to me has not arrived -- to the Swede, never did 

arrive. Thenceforward we were enshrouded in patchy darkness, so that we could not have seen an object at 

twenty paces from the ship. Eternal night continued to envelop us, all unrelieved by the phosphoric sea-

brilliancy to which we had been accustomed in the tropics. We observed too, that, although the tempest 

continued to rage with unabated violence, there was no longer to be discovered the usual appearance of surf, 

or foam, which had hitherto attended us. All around were horror, and thick gloom, and a black sweltering 

desert of ebony. -- Superstitious terror crept by degrees into the spirit of the old Swede, and my own soul was 

wrapped up in silent wonder. We neglected all care of the ship, as worse than useless, and securing ourselves, 

as well as possible, to the stump of the mizen-mast, looked out bitterly into the world of ocean. We had no 

means of calculating time, nor could we form any guess of our situation. We were, however, well aware of 

having made farther to the southward than any previous navigators, and felt great amazement at not meeting 
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with the usual impediments of ice. In the meantime every moment threatened to be our last -- every 

mountainous billow hurried to overwhelm us. The swell surpassed anything I had imagined possible, and that 

we were not instantly buried is a miracle. My companion spoke of the lightness of our cargo, and reminded 

me of the excellent qualities of our ship; but I could not help feeling the utter hopelessness of hope itself, and 

prepared myself gloomily for that death which I thought nothing could defer beyond an hour, as, with every 

knot of way the ship made, the swelling of the black stupendous seas became more dismally appalling. At 

times we gasped for breath at an elevation beyond the albatross -- at times became dizzy with the velocity of 

our descent into some watery hell, where the air grew stagnant, and no sound disturbed the slumbers of the 

kraken. 

We were at the bottom of one of these abysses, when a quick scream from my companion broke fearfully 

upon the night. "See! see!" cried he, shrieking in my ears, "Almighty God! see! see!" As he spoke, I became 

aware of a dull, sullen glare of red light which streamed down the sides of the vast chasm where we lay, and 

threw a fitful brilliancy upon our deck. Casting my eyes upwards, I beheld a spectacle which froze the current 

of my blood. At a terrific height directly above us, and upon the very verge of the precipitous descent, 

hovered a gigantic ship of, perhaps, four thousand tons. Although upreared upon the summit of a wave more 

than a hundred times her own altitude, her apparent size exceeded that of any ship of the line or East Indiaman 

in existence. Her huge hull was of a deep dingy black, unrelieved by any of the customary carvings of a ship. 

A single row of brass cannon protruded from her open ports, and dashed from their polished surfaces the fires 

of innumerable battle-lanterns, which swung to and fro about her rigging. But what mainly inspired us with 

horror and astonishment, was that she bore up under a press of sail in the very teeth of that supernatural sea, 

and of that ungovernable hurricane. When we first discovered her, her bows were alone to be seen, as she rose 

slowly from the dim and horrible gulf beyond her. For a moment of intense terror she paused upon the giddy 

pinnacle, as if in contemplation of her own sublimity, then trembled and tottered, and -- came down. 

At this instant, I know not what sudden self-possession came over my spirit. Staggering as far aft as I could, I 

awaited fearlessly the ruin that was to overwhelm. Our own vessel was at length ceasing from her struggles, 

and sinking with her head to the sea. The shock of the descending mass struck her, consequently, in that 

portion of her frame which was already under water, and the inevitable result was to hurl me, with irresistible 

violence, upon the rigging of the stranger. 

As I fell, the ship hove in stays, and went about; and to the confusion ensuing I attributed my escape from the 

notice of the crew. With little difficulty I made my way unperceived to the main hatchway, which was 

partially open, and soon found an opportunity of secreting myself in the hold. Why I did so I can hardly tell. 

An indefinite sense of awe, which at first sight of the navigators of the ship had taken hold of my mind, was 

perhaps the principle of my concealment. I was unwilling to trust myself with a race of people who had 

offered, to the cursory glance I had taken, so many points of vague novelty, doubt, and apprehension. I 

therefore thought proper to contrive a hiding-place in the hold. This I did by removing a small portion of the 

shifting-boards, in such a manner as to afford me a convenient retreat between the huge timbers of the ship. 

I had scarcely completed my work, when a footstep in the hold forced me to make use of it. A man passed by 

my place of concealment with a feeble and unsteady gait. I could not see his face, but had an opportunity of 

observing his general appearance. There was about it an evidence of great age and infirmity. His knees 

tottered beneath a load of years, and his entire frame quivered under the burthen. He muttered to himself, in a 

low broken tone, some words of a language which I could not understand, and groped in a corner among a 

pile of singular-looking instruments, and decayed charts of navigation. His manner was a wild mixture of the 

peevishness of second childhood, and the solemn dignity of a God. He at length went on deck, and I saw him 

no more. 

* * * * * * * * 

A feeling, for which I have no name, has taken possession of my soul -- a sensation which will admit of no 

analysis, to which the lessons of bygone times are inadequate, and for which I fear futurity itself will offer me 
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no key. To a mind constituted like my own, the latter consideration is an evil. I shall never -- I know that I 

shall never -- be satisfied with regard to the nature of my conceptions. Yet it is not wonderful that these 

conceptions are indefinite, since they have their origin in sources so utterly novel. A new sense -- a new entity 

is added to my soul. 

* * * * * * * * 

It is long since I first trod the deck of this terrible ship, and the rays of my destiny are, I think, gathering to a 

focus. Incomprehensible men! Wrapped up in meditations of a kind which I cannot divine, they pass me by 

unnoticed. Concealment is utter folly on my part, for the people will not see. It was but just now that I passed 

directly before the eyes of the mate -- it was no long while ago that I ventured into the captain's own private 

cabin, and took thence the materials with which I write, and have written. I shall from time to time continue 

this Journal. It is true that I may not find an opportunity of transmitting it to the world, but I will not fall to 

make the endeavour. At the last moment I will enclose the MS. in a bottle, and cast it within the sea. 

* * * * * * * * 

An incident has occurred which has given me new room for meditation. Are such things the operation of 

ungoverned Chance? I had ventured upon deck and thrown myself down, without attracting any notice, 

among a pile of ratlin-stuff and old sails in the bottom of the yawl. While musing upon the singularity of my 

fate, I unwittingly daubed with a tar-brush the edges of a neatly-folded studding-sail which lay near me on a 

barrel. The studding-sail is now bent upon the ship, and the thoughtless touches of the brush are spread out 

into the word DISCOVERY. 

I have made many observations lately upon the structure of the vessel. Although well armed, she is not, I 

think, a ship of war. Her rigging, build, and general equipment, all negative a supposition of this kind. What 

she is not, I can easily perceive -- what she is I fear it is impossible to say. I know not how it is, but in 

scrutinizing her strange model and singular cast of spars, her huge size and overgrown suits of canvas, her 

severely simple bow and antiquated stern, there will occasionally flash across my mind a sensation of familiar 

things, and there is always mixed up with such indistinct shadows of recollection, an unaccountable memory 

of old foreign chronicles and ages long ago. 

* * * * * * * * 

I have been looking at the timbers of the ship. She is built of a material to which I am a stranger. There is a 

peculiar character about the wood which strikes me as rendering it unfit for the purpose to which it has been 

applied. I mean its extreme porousness, considered independently by the worm-eaten condition which is a 

consequence of navigation in these seas, and apart from the rottenness attendant upon age. It will appear 

perhaps an observation somewhat over-curious, but this wood would have every characteristic of Spanish oak, 

if Spanish oak were distended by any unnatural means. 

In reading the above sentence a curious apothegm of an old weather-beaten Dutch navigator comes full upon 

my recollection. "It is as sure," he was wont to say, when any doubt was entertained of his veracity, "as sure 

as there is a sea where the ship itself will grow in bulk like the living body of the seaman." 

* * * * * * * * 

About an hour ago, I made bold to thrust myself among a group of the crew. They paid me no manner of 

attention, and, although I stood in the very midst of them all, seemed utterly unconscious of my presence. 

Like the one I had at first seen in the hold, they all bore about them the marks of a hoary old age. Their knees 

trembled with infirmity; their shoulders were bent double with decrepitude; their shrivelled skins rattled in the 

wind; their voices were low, tremulous and broken; their eyes glistened with the rheum of years; and their 

gray hairs streamed terribly in the tempest. Around them, on every part of the deck, lay scattered 

mathematical instruments of the most quaint and obsolete construction. 

* * * * * * * * 

I mentioned some time ago the bending of a studding-sail. From that period the ship, being thrown dead off 

the wind, has continued her terrific course due south, with every rag of canvas packed upon her, from her 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 612  october  2022 

 

148 

trucks to her lower studding-sail booms, and rolling every moment her top-gallant yard-arms into the most 

appalling hell of water which it can enter into the mind of a man to imagine. I have just left the deck, where I 

find it impossible to maintain a footing, although the crew seem to experience little inconvenience. It appears 

to me a miracle of miracles that our enormous bulk is not swallowed up at once and forever. We are surely 

doomed to hover continually upon the brink of Eternity, without taking a final plunge into the abyss. From 

billows a thousand times more stupendous than any I have ever seen, we glide away with the facility of the 

arrowy sea-gull; and the colossal waters rear their heads above us like demons of the deep, but like demons 

confined to simple threats and forbidden to destroy. I am led to attribute these frequent escapes to the only 

natural cause which can account for such effect. -- I must suppose the ship to be within the influence of some 

strong current, or impetuous under-tow. 

* * * * * * * * 

I have seen the captain face to face, and in his own cabin -- but, as I expected, he paid me no attention. 

Although in his appearance there is, to a casual observer, nothing which might bespeak him more or less than 

man-still a feeling of irrepressible reverence and awe mingled with the sensation of wonder with which I 

regarded him. In stature he is nearly my own height; that is, about five feet eight inches. He is of a well-knit 

and compact frame of body, neither robust nor remarkably otherwise. But it is the singularity of the 

expression which reigns upon the face -- it is the intense, the wonderful, the thrilling evidence of old age, so 

utter, so extreme, which excites within my spirit a sense -- a sentiment ineffable. His forehead, although little 

wrinkled, seems to bear upon it the stamp of a myriad of years. -- His gray hairs are records of the past, and 

his grayer eyes are Sybils of the future. The cabin floor was thickly strewn with strange, iron-clasped folios, 

and mouldering instruments of science, and obsolete long-forgotten charts. His head was bowed down upon 

his hands, and he pored, with a fiery unquiet eye, over a paper which I took to be a commission, and which, at 

all events, bore the signature of a monarch. He muttered to himself, as did the first seaman whom I saw in the 

hold, some low peevish syllables of a foreign tongue, and although the speaker was close at my elbow, his 

voice seemed to reach my ears from the distance of a mile. 

* * * * * * * * 

The ship and all in it are imbued with the spirit of Eld. The crew glide to and fro like the ghosts of buried 

centuries; their eyes have an eager and uneasy meaning; and when their fingers fall athwart my path in the 

wild glare of the battle-lanterns, I feel as I have never felt before, although I have been all my life a dealer in 

antiquities, and have imbibed the shadows of fallen columns at Balbec, and Tadmor, and Persepolis, until my 

very soul has become a ruin. 

* * * * * * * * 

When I look around me I feel ashamed of my former apprehensions. If I trembled at the blast which has 

hitherto attended us, shall I not stand aghast at a warring of wind and ocean, to convey any idea of which the 

words tornado and simoom are trivial and ineffective? All in the immediate vicinity of the ship is the 

blackness of eternal night, and a chaos of foamless water; but, about a league on either side of us, may be 

seen, indistinctly and at intervals, stupendous ramparts of ice, towering away into the desolate sky, and 

looking like the walls of the universe. 

* * * * * * * * 

As I imagined, the ship proves to be in a current; if that appellation can properly be given to a tide which, 

howling and shrieking by the white ice, thunders on to the southward with a velocity like the headlong 

dashing of a cataract. 

* * * * * * * * 

To conceive the horror of my sensations is, I presume, utterly impossible; yet a curiosity to penetrate the 

mysteries of these awful regions, predominates even over my despair, and will reconcile me to the most 

hideous aspect of death. It is evident that we are hurrying onwards to some exciting knowledge -- some never-
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to-be-imparted secret, whose attainment is destruction. Perhaps this current leads us to the southern pole 

itself. It must be confessed that a supposition apparently so wild has every probability in its favor. 

* * * * * * * * 

The crew pace the deck with unquiet and tremulous step; but there is upon their countenances an expression 

more of the eagerness of hope than of the apathy of despair. 

In the meantime the wind is still in our poop, and, as we carry a crowd of canvas, the ship is at times lifted 

bodily from out the sea -- Oh, horror upon horror! the ice opens suddenly to the right, and to the left, and we 

are whirling dizzily, in immense concentric circles, round and round the borders of a gigantic amphitheatre, 

the summit of whose walls is lost in the darkness and the distance. But little time will be left me to ponder 

upon my destiny -- the circles rapidly grow small -- we are plunging madly within the grasp of the whirlpool -

- and amid a roaring, and bellowing, and thundering of ocean and of tempest, the ship is quivering, oh God! 

and -- going down. 

NOTE. -- The "MS. Found in a Bottle," was originally published in 1831, and it was not until many years 

afterwards that I became acquainted with the maps of Mercator, in which the ocean is represented as rushing, 

by four mouths, into the (northern) Polar Gulf, to be absorbed into the bowels of the earth; the Pole itself 

being represented by a black rock, towering to a prodigious height.• 
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