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Introduction

During his relatively short lifetime (1890-1938), the Czech writer
Karel „apek became internationally known for his plays, novels, and
stories, most notably for his 1920 drama R.U.R.: Rossum’s
Universal Robots, which introduced the word “robot” to the world.
His astonishing output also included essays, literary criticism,
children’s books, books on pets and gardening and travel and
getting out a daily newspaper, and numerous other works on a wide
range of topics, in a variety of styles. Many of these first appeared
in Lidové noviny, the principal newspaper for which „apek wrote,
and were published afterwards in book form. This is true of the
Apocryphal Tales as well, except that, in this case, the book did not
appear until 1945, seven years after „apek had died.

The primary reason for the delay was the Nazi occupation of
Czechoslovakia shortly after „apek’s death, and the immediate ban
on all his work. It also appears that „apek had not thought of his
Apocryphal Tales as a discrete collection until late in life: they had
been written intermittently over an eighteen-year period, in no
particular order, and many were responses to internal and external
political issues of the moment. When World War II ended, „apek’s
editor and bibliographer Miroslav Halík, explaining that he had
found the Apocryphal Tales in a separate envelope among „apek’s
posthumous papers, selected and arranged twenty-nine of them in
the order of when the tales occur rather than when they were
written. Despite official disapproval of „apek under the country’s
subsequent communist regime, the Tales were republished whenever
circumstances permitted and continue to be printed today.

The Apocryphal Tales can be read in several ways: as parable,
as allegory, and as „apek’s imaginative, innovative use of these lite-
rary devices to raise ethical questions and to address social and



8

political concerns. There is more than a hint of „apek as “myth-
tamer,” reworking the past for precise purposes: broadly, to enlarge
our understanding of our own and others’ perceptions and inter-
pretations of the world around us; more narrowly, to help forge the
young First Republic of Czechoslovakia into a sustainable, partici-
patory democratic society. At the same time, in a good many of the
Tales „apek is playing with our “of course” assumptions about
familiar historical personalities and events, and turning them upside
down.

When read in the order in which they were written (see the list
at the back of the book), the Apocryphal Tales also become a
window through which to view „apek’s personal and literary
development over the years. Taken in any order, the Tales remain
characteristically „apek: probing the nature of truth, justice, and
human experience, all the while providing a good read. 

This new translation of the Apocryphal Tales differs from the
previous version (Apocryphal Stories, translated by Dora Round
(London: Allen & Unwin; New York: Macmillan, 1949) in its use
of updated language, in its corrections of errors, and in its entire
approach to the Tales and to „apek’s narrative voice. Also, I have
added to the collection other stories which appeared first in „apek’s
newspaper and have never before appeared in English translation.
These are the “Fables” and the “Would-Be Tales.”

Fables. This sampling of „apek’s original use of the aphorism
represents no more than a small portion of the whole. „apek occa-
sionally devoted his weekly newspaper column to these terse satirical
observations, sometimes on life and times in general, sometimes as
commentary on some specific issue or event. The single criterion for
inclusion here is direct affinity with the Apocryphal Tales. 

Would-Be Tales. The stories rounding out this book are taken from
yet another category of „apek’s literary journalism. In Czech they
share the same volume as the Fables, being too few in number to
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constitute an entity of their own. Unconnected thematically to the
Apocryphal Tales, these short narratives nonetheless exhibit certain
threads woven throughout all of „apek’s writing: his deep concern
for human life, his humanistic outlook, and his fascination with
human psychology, motivation, and reaction. „apek scholar B. R.
Bradbrook, who helped with the stories’ selection, also came up
with the perfect translation, used herein, for podpovídky, the word
„apek invented for these short narratives.   

Like the Apocryphal Tales, some of the Would-Be Tales are in
response to personal and political events of the time. “The Anony-
mous Letter,” for instance, was written in the turbulent and
despairing days following the Munich Agreement, when „apek him-
self was receiving hate mail blaming him for the turmoil into which
the nation had been plunged. 

A final note: The Would-Be Tale “The Moving Business” was
chosen to open this edition because of its reference to several his-
torical eras featured in individual Apocryphal Tales, and also for its
affirmation of the unchanging human, social, and political realities
found in any age. The title in translation scores a rare point of
advantage for English: the Czech word used for “moving” refers
solely to packing up and moving out; for us, the word has another,
entirely different connotation as well — a “moving business” it is,
in both senses. 
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The Moving Business 

(A Would-Be Tale)

— — true, I still don’t know, technically, how to make a go of it,
but technical solutions can always be found when a good idea
promises a decent profit. And my idea, friend, will make a fabu-
lous amount of money — just as soon as somebody can help me
figure out some of the practical details to get it up and running.
Like I say, friend, it’s flawless; work out a few of the kinks, and
it’ll almost run itself.

Let’s see if I can give you a practical example — Look: maybe
you don’t like the street you’re living on; maybe it stinks to high
heaven from a chocolate factory, or there’s so much racket you
can’t sleep at night, or some vulgar, disgusting element’s taken
over, I don’t know. Anyway, one day you tell yourself that this
street’s no longer for you. Now what, in a situation like this, do
you do? You pick out a place to live on some other street, you
phone for a moving van, and you move to your new apartment,
right? Simple as pie. Fundamentally, my friend, every good idea is
amazingly simple.

Now let’s say you tell yourself that this century’s not for you.
There are people who prefer peace and quiet; there are people who
get sick to their stomachs when they read in the paper about
what’s going on these days, that there is or will be war, that
people are being executed somewhere or other, or that somewhere
else a few hundred or a few thousand people are killing each other
off. That sort of thing can get on your nerves, friend, and some
people can’t take it. Some people don’t like it when every day
there’s violence breaking out someplace in the world, and they
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think: why should I have to stand by and watch it happening?
Here I am, a civilized, temperate family man, and I don’t want my
children growing up in such a strange and disord—  . . . I could
even say, a deranged and dangerous world, right? Well, there are
lots of people who think that way, friend, and once you start
traveling down that road, you have to admit we can’t really be
certain about anything these days: not about life or position or
finances, no, not even about family. No question about it, there
used to be a lot more certainty in this world. Anyway, there are
plenty of good, decent people who don’t like these times at all,
and some of them are downright unhappy if not disgusted at
having to live on a street that’s so blighted and brutal they don’t
even poke their noses outside. There’s nothing they can do about
it; but if this is life, they want out.

And that’s where I come in, my friend. I’ll hand them one of
these brochures for my business:

Don’t like the twentieth century? Then turn to me! I’ll move
you to any past age you like in my specially-equipped moving
vans! Not an excursion, but permanent relocation! Choose the
century in which life will be best for you, and my efficient,
qualified movers will get you, your family, and other household
goods there quickly, cheaply, and safely!  My vans can move you
anywhere within a range of three hundred years, and we’re in the
process now of designing vans with a range of two to three
thousand years that’ll work like a breeze. For each year traveled,
haulage fees per kilogram increase by x number of crowns —

Actually, I’m not sure what the cost will be; I mean, I don’t
yet have the vans to do the time-travel. But there’s no problem
that doesn’t have a solution; all I need to do is sit down with a
pencil and figure out how much it will take to make a profit.
Except for those stupid rigs to do the moving, I’ve got the whole
thing thought out beautifully.

Let’s say some gentleman comes to me who wants to move
somewhere out of this damned century; he’s had it up to the
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eyeballs, he says, right up to the eyeballs with wars, the arms race,
bolsheviks, fascism and, for that matter, progress in general. I let
him go on cussing, and then I say: Please be so good, sir, as to
select some other era; here are some brochures for several different
centuries. Perhaps this one, if you like: the nineteenth century. A
cultured age, with only moderate oppression and properly con-
ducted wars of rather smaller scope; remarkable flourishing of the
sciences, ample opportunity to take advantage of economic swings.
We recommend mid-century Austria-Hungary in particular, for its
profound tranquility, thanks to the somewhat authoritarian Mini-
ster of the Interior, and for its tolerably humane treatment of
people. Or the eighteenth century, especially suitable for those
concerned with intellectual values and freedom of thought; it’s
recommended for so-called free-thinkers and eggheads. Or, if you
please, take a look at the sixth century A.D.; of course, the Huns
were raising hell at the time, but it was quite possible to hide out
deep in the forests: an idyllic life, plenty of fresh air, fishing and
other outdoor sports. Or what’s called the era of the persecution
of Christians, a very civilized age, comparatively: cozy catacombs,
with substantial religious and other kinds of tolerance otherwise,
no labor camps or the like . . .

Anyway, I’d be surprised if he or any other twentieth-century
man didn’t pick another age, one where he could live more freely
and humanely, and I’d be surprised if he didn’t say to me: Sir, if
you can give me some sort of discount, I’d prefer to move at least
as far back as the Stone Age. But I’d say: Sorry, our prices are
fixed; furthermore, kindly take a look at our bookings for relo-
cation to prehistoric times. As you can see, we’re moving our
valued clients there wholesale — in fact, we’ve had to set a limit
of twelve pounds of luggage per customer; otherwise, I’m afraid,
we couldn’t accommodate the demand. The earliest opening we
have on a shipment leaving for the Stone Age is the thirteenth of
March, next year; if you wish, we can reserve a place for you
now.



So what I think, friend, is that it’s going to be a booming
business. I could start it up at once, with maybe thirty vans plus
half-a-dozen motor coaches for transporting large groups of people.
The only thing missing now are vans that can travel through time,
but somebody will come along and invent them — and I can tell
you this: by today or tomorrow, if I say so myself, it’ll be one of
the necessities of life in our civilized world!

October 25, 1936
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APOCRYPHAL TALES

The Punishment of Prometheus

With much coughing and groaning, after lengthy evidentiary
proceedings, the members of the Senate’s special tribunal withdrew
to confer in the shade of a sacred olive grove.

“Well, gentlemen,” Hypometheus, the Senate president,
yawned, “that dragged on for a damnably long time! I hardly
think I need offer a summation, but so as to preclude any formal
objections — — — The defendant, Prometheus, citizen and
resident, having been called before this tribunal on a charge of
inventing fire and thereby, in one way or another — hhm, hhm —
violating existing regulations, the defendant, then, has confessed
that: firstly, he did indeed invent fire; further, that he is in a
position to, whenever he pleases, undertake this very same activity
which we know as striking stones together; thirdly, that he neither
concealed this mystery — this shocking, unprecedented discovery
— nor reported it to the appropriate authorities, but willfully
divulged it, in fact handed it over for use by unauthorized persons,
as was affirmed by the testimony of the individuals whom we have
just now questioned. I think that this will suffice and that we can
proceed at once to a vote on his guilt and his sentencing.”

“With all due respect, Mr. President,” objected associate
justice Apometheus, “I should think that, considering the grave
importance of the matter before this special tribunal, it would
surely be more fitting if we proceeded to pass sentence after
thorough deliberation and — I would even say — debate.”

“As you wish, gentlemen,” the easy-going Hypometheus plea-
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santly assented. “The case is perfectly clear, but if any of you
wishes to comment, please do so.”

“I would venture to point out,” assistant justice Ametheus
spoke up, coughing primly, “that in my opinion one aspect in
particular of this entire affair should be emphasized. What I have
in mind, gentlemen, is the religious aspect. Be so kind as to tell
me, what is this fire? What is this bringing forth of sparks? As
Prometheus himself admits, it is nothing other than lightning, and
lightning, as we all know, is a manifestation of the supreme power
of Zeus the Thunderer. Be so kind as to explain to me, gentlemen,
how such a one as Prometheus gained access to this divine fire? By
what right did he take possession of it? Where, and how, precisely,
did he come by it? Prometheus has tried to persuade us that he
simply invented it; but that is a preposterous tale — if it were as
innocent as all that, why would not one of us, for instance, have
invented fire? It is my conviction, gentlemen, that Prometheus
simply stole this fire from our gods. His denials and evasions do
not deceive us. I would describe his offense as common theft, on
the one hand, and as the crime of blasphemy and sacrilege, on the
other. We are here to punish with the utmost severity this impious
arrogance and to protect the sacred property of our nation’s gods.
That is all I wished to say,” Ametheus concluded, and he blew his
nose vigorously on the corner of his chlamys.

“Well spoken,” offered Hypometheus. “Does anyone else wish
to comment?”

“I beg your indulgence,” said Apometheus, “but I cannot
agree with the arguments of my esteemed colleague. I have seen
how the said Prometheus sparked this fire; and I tell you frankly,
gentlemen, that — between ourselves — there is absolutely nothing
to it. To discover fire, why, any idler, layabout, or goatherd could
do that; the only reason we didn’t stumble across it ourselves is
that a respectable, sober-minded adult, needless to say, has neither
the time nor the inclination to play around with striking little
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stones together. I can assure my colleague Ametheus that there are
quite ordinary natural forces which it is beneath the dignity of a
thinking man, much less a god, to concern himself with. In my
opinion, fire is too trivial a phenomenon to have a bearing in any
way upon matters which are sacred to us all. But the case has yet
another aspect to which I must direct the attention of my worthy
colleagues. It appears that fire is a very dangerous element, even
injurious. You have heard a succession of witnesses testify that, in
experimenting with Prometheus’s mischievous invention, they
suffered serious burns and even, in some instances, I might add,
property damage. Gentlemen, if by virtue of Prometheus’s offense
the use of fire becomes widespread, which, unfortunately, it no
longer seems possible to prevent, neither our lives nor indeed our
property will be safe; and that, gentlemen, may well mean the end
of all civilization. The slightest carelessness will suffice — and what
is there to stop this disturbing element? Prometheus, gentlemen, has
committed an act of criminal irresponsibility by ushering so
harmful a thing into the world. I would classify his offense as
grievous bodily harm and endangering public safety. In view of
this, I call for life imprisonment with hard pallet and shackles. I
have completed my say, Mr. President.”

“You are entirely right, sir,” Hypometheus sniffed. “I would
only ask you, gentlemen, what need did we ever have for this fire?
Tell me: did our forefathers use it? To introduce such a thing as
this is clearly disrespectful to the inherited order, is — hhm,
nothing short of a subversive act. Playing with fire, that’s all we
need! Just consider, gentlemen, where it will lead: people huddled
idly around a fire, wallowing in warmth and comfort, instead of
— — well, instead of fighting and that sort of thing. Nothing will
come of this but softness, moral decay, and — hhm, general
disorder and that sort of thing. In short, gentlemen, something
must be done to combat such an unwholesome phenomenon. Times
are serious, and that’s all there is to it. I merely wished to point
this out.”



18

 “Very true,” declared Antimetheus. “Surely we all agree with
our president that Prometheus’s fire may have unforseeable
consequences. Let us not delude ourselves, gentlemen: it is a for-
midable thing. To have fire in one’s power — what new possi-
bilities suddenly unfold! I mention only a few at random: to burn
enemy crops, to set fire to their olive groves, and so on. With fire,
gentlemen, our people are given a new force and a new weapon;
with fire we will become almost the equals of the gods,”
Antimetheus whispered, and then suddenly he burst out sharply, “I
accuse Prometheus of having entrusted this divine and invincible
element of fire to shepherds and slaves, to whomever crossed his
path; I accuse him of not having surrendered it into competent
hands, hands which would have guarded it as a national treasure
and properly governed its use. I accuse Prometheus of having
thereby misappropriated the discovery of fire, which should be a
mystery of the priesthood. I accuse Prometheus,” Antimetheus
shouted wildly, “of having taught even foreigners to kindle fire! Of
having not concealed it even from our enemies! Prometheus stole
fire from us by giving it to everyone! I accuse Prometheus of
treason! I accuse him of conspiracy against the state!” Antimetheus
was nearly choking on his tirade. “I propose the death penalty,”
he managed to sputter.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Hypometheus, “does anyone else wish
to be heard? — Then, in the opinion of this tribunal, the defendant
Prometheus is found guilty on the following counts: the crime of
blasphemy and sacrilege; and then the crime of inflicting grievous
bodily harm as well as damaging the property of others and
endangering public safety; and then the crime of treason. You
gentlemen propose that he be sentenced either to life imprisonment
— rendered more rigorous by hard pallet and shackles — or to
death. Hhm.”

“Or both,” Ametheus offered thoughtfully. “So that both
proposals may be accommodated.”



“What do you mean, both sentences?” asked the president.
“I’ve been thinking it over,” muttered Ametheus. “Perhaps it

could be arranged this way . . . we sentence Prometheus to be
shackled to a rock for the rest of his life . . . perhaps with vultures
pecking at his godless liver, if I make myself clear?”

“It could be arranged,” Hypometheus said complacently.
“Gentlemen, it would be a unique and exemplary punishment for
such — hhm, criminal excesses, would it not? Has anyone any
objection? Then I believe we have finished.”

*   *   *

“But, Daddy, why did you sentence Prometheus to death?”
Hypometheus’s son, Epimetheus, asked him at dinner.

“You wouldn’t understand,” grunted Hypometheus, gnawing
at a leg of mutton. “I must say, mutton tastes better roasted than
raw; so it seems this fire is good for something, after all. — It was
a matter of public interest, you see. Who knows what it might lead
to if anyone at all was allowed, with no fear of punishment, to
come across great, new things? Do you see what I mean? But as
to this meat, there’s still something missing —— I’ve got it!” he
shouted joyfully. “Roast mutton should be salted and rubbed with
garlic! That’s the way to do it! Now that, son, is a real discovery!
You know, a fellow like Prometheus would never have come across
that!”

June 5, 1932
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Times Aren’t What They Used To Be

It was quiet in front of the cave. The men, brandishing their
spears, had gone off into the hills early that morning, intent on
tracking a herd of elk; the women, meanwhile, were picking berries
in the forest, and only now and then could their shrill yelling and
chatter be heard; the children were mostly splashing in the stream
below — not that anyone could keep an eye on those brats, that
wild, rascally pack of little savages. And so old primogenitor
Janecek was drowsing in the rare quiet under the soft October sun;
truth to tell, he was snoring, and his breath whistled through his
nose. He was pretending, however, not to be asleep but rather
watching over his tribe’s cave and ruling it, as befits an old
chieftain.

Old Mrs. Janecek spread out the freshly skinned hide of a
bear and set about scraping it with a sharp flint. It had to be done
thoroughly, one small section at a time — and not the way that
girl did it, thought the old woman; that scatterbrain only gave it
a lick and a promise, and before you knew it she was scurrying off
again to kiss and cuddle the children — the way that girl treats
hides, they won’t last any time at all, oh no, they’ll either rot or
burn. But I’m not going to meddle, not when my son won’t tell
her himself — Only it’s true, that girl has no idea how to take
proper care of things. And here’s a hole in the skin, right in the
middle of the back! Dear me, the old woman was shocked, what
clumsy fool speared that bear in the back? Why, it ruins the whole
skin! Never in his life would my old man have done a thing like
that, she thought, thoroughly vexed. He always aimed at the neck
and hit it—

“Ah yah,” old Janecek grunted just then, rubbing his eyes.
“Aren’t the men back yet?”

“Of course not,” grumbled the old woman. “You’ll just have
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to wait.”
“Tcha,” the old man sighed, and he blinked sleepily. “So

much for them. Oh, well. And where are the women?”
“Am I supposed to be standing guard over them?” snapped

the old woman. “You know they’re lolling around somewhere — ”
“Ah yah yah,” grandfather Janecek gave a lengthy yawn.

“Lolling around somewhere. Instead of — instead of, well, doing
this or that or — Well, there you have it. That’s the way it goes!”

There was silence, except for old Mrs. Janecek scraping swiftly
and irritably at the fresh hide.

“I can tell you this,” Janecek broke the silence, scratching his
back thoughtfully. “You’ll see, they won’t bring anything back this
time, either. Stands to reason, with those good-for-nothing bone
spearheads of theirs. I’ve told our son time and time again: ‘Look,
no bone’s hard and strong enough to make spearheads out of!’
Why, even a woman like you’s got to know that no bone, and no
antler either, has the — well, the striking force, see? Hit a bone
with it, and it shatters: you can’t cut through bone with bone,
right? Stands to reason. A stone spearhead, now — sure it’s more
work; however, on the other hand, you’ve got one fine tool on
your hands. But you think our son listens to reason?”

“Don’t I know it,” Mrs. Janecek said resentfully. “Nobody
takes orders from anybody these days.”

“I’m not ordering anybody to do anything,” the old man
flared up angrily, “but they won’t even take advice! Yesterday I
found this nice flat piece of flint under that rock over there. All it
needed was a bit of trimming along the edges to make it sharper,
and you’d have one fine spearhead, a beauty. So I brought it in
and showed it to our son: ‘Look, isn’t this a great stone?’ ‘It is,’
says he, ‘but what can you do with it, Dad?’ ‘Well, think about it,’
says I: ‘you could work it up into a spearhead.’ ‘Come on, Dad,’
he says, ‘who’d bother chipping and fussing with that? Why, we’ve
got a whole pile of that old junk in the cave, and it’s no good for
anything! It won’t stay on a spear shaft no matter how you try to
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fasten it, so what can you do with it?’ What a lazy bunch they
are!” the old man shouted fiercely. “Nobody wants to work a
piece of flint properly these days, that’s what it is! They just want
things easy! Sure, you can make a bone spearhead in less than no
time — but it breaks in no time, too. ‘No problem,’ says our son,
‘you just make another one, that’s all there is to it.’ Well, maybe
so, but where does that get you? A new spearhead every other
minute! Tell me, whoever heard the likes of that? Why, a good
flint spearhead used to last years on end! But what I say is, and
you can take my word for it: one of these days they’ll be glad to
go back to our honest stone weapons! That’s why I hang on to
them wherever I find them: old arrows and hammers and flint
knives — And he calls it junk!”

The old man was nearly choking in his grief and rage. In an
effort to distract him, Mrs. Janecek spoke up. “You know,” she
said, “it’s the same thing with these hides. That girl actually said
to me, ‘Ma, what’s the use of all that scraping? It’s not worth the
effort. You should try dressing them with ashes sometime; at least
they won’t stink.’ Don’t try to teach me anything,” the old lady
railed at her absent daughter-in-law. “I know what I know! We’ve
always scraped hides, ever since time began, and what hides they
were! Of course, if it’s not worth the effort — All they want is to
get out of doing any work! That’s why they’re always dreaming up
excuses and trying to do things differently — Dressing hides with
ash! Whoever heard of such a thing?”

“There you have it.” Old Janecek yawned. “How we do
things isn’t good enough for them. And to think they say stone
weapons aren’t comfortable to hold. Well, that’s certainly true, we
didn’t pay much attention to comfort! But these days — no, no,
no, you might get calluses on your poor little hands! I ask you,
where’s all this leading to? You take kids today. ‘Lay off them,
grampa,” says the daughter-in-law, “they’re only playing. Let them
have a good time.’ Sure, but what’s going to become of them?”

“If only they didn’t make such a racket,” the old woman
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complained. “They’re out of control, that’s what they are!”
“That’s today’s upbringing for you,” lectured old Janecek.

“And if now and then I do mention something to our son, he says,
‘Dad, you don’t understand, times are different now, it’s a different
era. Why,’ he says, ‘even bone’s no longer the latest word in
weapons.’ You know what else he says? ‘One of these days,’ he
says, ‘people are going to come up with even better stuff to make
weapons out of.’ Now isn’t that the limit? As if anybody ever saw
any better material than stone, wood, or bone! Why, even a foolish
woman like you must admit that — that — that’s going way too
far!”

Mrs. Janecek let her hands fall into her lap. “So tell me,” she
said, “where is all this nonsense coming from?”

“From what I hear, it’s the latest fashion,” muttered the
toothless old man. “For your information, over in that direction,
four days’ journey from here, some new tribe’s moved in without
even asking, a pack of foreigners, and supposedly that’s how they
do things. That’s where the younger generation’s getting all these
crazy ideas — from them. Bone spearheads and everything. And
our young people are even — are even buying things from them,”
he shouted, getting all worked up again. “Trading our nice warm
furs! As if anything good ever came from foreigners! Never, never
have any dealings with foreign riffraff! No, do as our forefathers’
experience teaches us to do: when you see a foreigner, strike first
and bash his head in, no fuss and no formalities. That’s what
we’ve done since time began: no chitchat, just kill him. ‘Come on,
Dad,’ says our son, ‘times have changed — we’re setting up an
exchange of goods with them —’ Exchange of goods! If I kill
somebody and take what he’s got, then I’ve got his goods and
don’t have to give him anything in return — so why trade? ‘Come
on, Dad,’ says our son, ‘you’re still paying in human lives, and it’s
not worth it.’ So there you have it: they say it’s not worth taking
human lives! That’s the modern view,” the old man growled in
disgust. “They’re cowards, that’s all they are. Not worth taking
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human lives! And how, if you please, are so many people going to
get enough to eat if they don’t kill each other? There’s damn few
elk now as it is! It’s all very well to feel sorry about human lives,
but they have no respect for tradition, they have no consideration
for their fathers and forefathers — Why, it’s a disaster!” grandpa
Janecek burst out vehemently. “Just the other day I spied one of
those snot-nose whiners daubing clay on the wall of a cave, in the
shape of a bison, if you please. I gave him a clout to the head, but
our son says, ‘Let him alone, Dad; why, that bison looks like it’s
alive!’ Now that’s really too much! Why waste time on something
as useless as that? If you don’t have enough work to do, boy, then
polish up a piece of flint, but don’t paint bison on the walls! What
do we need that kind of idiocy for?”

Mrs. Janecek pursed her lips tightly. “If it were only bison,”
she let drop after a pause.

“What’s this?” asked the old man.
“Nothing, really,” Mrs. Janecek said defensively. “I’m

ashamed to talk about it — But if you must know,” she suddenly
resolved, “this morning I found . . . in the cave . . . a piece of
mammoth tusk. It was carved like . . . like a stark-naked woman.
Breasts and everything!”

“You don’t mean it!” the old man uttered in astonishment.
“And who carved it?”

Mrs. Janecek shrugged her shoulders, a shocked expression on
her face. “Who knows? One of the youngsters, probably. I threw
it in the fire, but — Those breasts it had! Disgusting!”

“ — — Well, this better not go any farther!” old grandpa
Janecek finally managed to say. “It’s perverse, that’s what it is!
You see? That’s what happens once they start carving this, that,
and everything out of bone! We’d never in our lives have thought
of doing anything so shameless, because with flint you plain
couldn’t do it — This is what it leads to! That’s their new-fangled
inventions for you! They’ll go on thinking up new ways of doing
things, always trying out something new, until everything’s gone to



rack and ruin — Mark my words,” old caveman Janecek shouted
with prophetic enlightenment, “it’s not going to last long at all!”
  

December 24, 1931
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Just Like Old Times

Eupator, citizen of Thebes and basketmaker, was sitting in his
courtyard weaving baskets when his neighbor Philagoros came
running over, calling while still a long way off: “Eupator, Eupator,
leave your baskets and listen! Terrible things are happening!”

“Where’s the fire?” asked Eupator, apparently willing to leap
to his feet.

“It’s worse than a fire,” replied Philagoros. “Do you know
what’s going on? They mean to bring charges against our General
Nikomachos! Some people say he’s guilty of some sort of intrigue
with the Thessalonians, and others claim he’s involved in some
kind of dealings with the Malcontents Party. Come quickly, we’re
gathering for a demonstration in the agora!”

“But what would I do there?” Eupator asked uncertainly.
“It’s terribly important,” said Philagoros. “The place is already

jam-packed with speakers; some say he’s innocent, and others say
he’s guilty. Come and listen to them!”

“Wait a minute,” said Eupator. “I’m just now finishing this
basket. And tell me, what is this Nikomachos actually accused of?”

“It’s not known, exactly,” said his neighbor. “Somebody says
one thing and somebody else another, but the authorities haven’t
said anything, because it seems the investigation isn’t finished yet.
But it’s a regular free-for-all down at the agora, you should see it!
Some of them shouting that Nikomachos is innocent — ”

“Wait just a minute; how can they shout that he’s innocent
when they don’t know for certain what he’s accused of?”

“It doesn’t matter; everyone’s heard something, and they just
talk about what they’ve heard. We’ve all got a right to talk about
what we’ve heard, don’t we? I myself believe that Nikomachos was
trying to betray us to the Thessalonians; someone there said so,
and he says someone he knows saw some kind of letter. But one



27

man said it was a plot against Nikomachos and that he knows a
thing or two about it  — They say that even the government’s
mixed up in it. Are you listening, Eupator? So the question now
is — ”

“Wait,” said the basketmaker. “The question now is: are the
laws we’ve passed for ourselves good or bad? Did anyone say
anything about that at the agora?”

“No, but that’s not really what it’s all about; it’s about
Nikomachos.”

“And is anyone at the agora saying that the authorities
investigating Nikomachos are bad and unjust?”

“No, no one’s said anything like that.”
“Then what are they talking about there?”
“Why, I’m telling you: about whether Nikomachos is guilty or

innocent.”
“Listen, Philagoros, if your wife had a falling out with the

butcher because she said he’d given her less than a full pound of
meat, what would you do?”

“I’d take my wife’s side.”
“No you wouldn’t, you’d check to see if the butcher’s weights

were accurate.”
“I know that even without you telling me.”
“So then. And you’d check to see if his scales were working

properly.”
“You don’t need to tell me that either, Eupator.”
“I’m glad to hear it. And if the weights and scales were in

good working order, you’d check to see how much that piece of
meat weighed, and you’d know at once who was right, the butcher
or your wife. It’s odd, Philagoros, how people are smarter when
it come to their cuts of meat than when it comes to public affairs.
Is Nikomachos guilty or innocent? The scales will tell us, if they’re
in good working order. But if they’re to weigh accurately, you
mustn’t blow on the pans to make them tilt to one side or the



other. Why do you claim that the authorities investigating this
Nikomachos affair are scoundrels or the like?”

“No one said that, Eupator.”
“I thought you didn’t trust them. But if you have no reason

to distrust them, then why on earth are you and your crowd
blowing on their pans? Either it’s because you don’t care whether
the truth comes out, or because you only want to split up into two
parties and quarrel. May the gods damn all of you, Philagoros. I
don’t know if Nikomachos is guilty, but you’re all damned guilty
of trying to interfere with the course of justice. It’s odd how
inferior the willow twigs are this year; they bend like string, but
they’ve got no firmness, no substance. We need warmer weather,
Philagoros, but that’s in the hands of the gods, not in ours.”

August 3, 1926
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Thersites

It was night, and the men of Achaea sat huddled close to their
campfires.

“As usual, the mutton wasn’t fit to eat,” said Thersites,
picking his teeth. “I’m surprised you take it lying down, Achaeans.
I bet they had spring lamb for dinner, at the very least; but of
course stinking goat is good enough for us old soldiers. Boys, when
I remember that roast mutton of ours back home in Greece — ”

“Knock it off, Thersites,” grunted the old veteran Eupator.
“War’s war.”

“War,” sniffed Thersites. “Please! You call this war? Hanging
around here ten years now, all for nothing? I’ll tell you what it is,
boys: this is no war, it’s nothing but fancy generals and bigshots
taking an overseas outing at government expense. And us old
soldiers, we’re supposed to gape in wonder at the way some
sniveling young pup, some mama’s little darling, runs around the
camp swaggering with his shield. That’s what it is, boys.”

“You mean Achilles, son of Peleus,” said young Laomedon.
“Him or another,” declared Thersites. “Anyone with eyes in

his head knows who I mean. Nobody can pull a fast one on us,
boys: if it really was a question of conquering that stupid Troy,
we’d have taken it long ago. One good sneeze and it would’ve
been a pile of ruins. Why don’t they just launch an assault on the
main gate? You know, a really solid, impressive storming with
shouts, threats, and belting out songs of war — and our tour of
duty would be over in no time.”

“Hm,” muttered the level-headed Eupator, “Troy won’t fall by
shouting.”

“You’re really wrong there,” hooted Thersites. “Even a child
knows the Trojans are cowards, sissies, and gutless riffraff. We
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ought to let them know once and for all, at the top of our lungs,
just who we are: Greeks! You’d see how they’d come crawling and
begging for mercy! All we’d have to do is attack the Trojan
women a few times when they went out to fetch water in the
evening — ”

“Attacking women,” said Hippodamos of Megara, shrugging
his shoulders, “that just isn’t done, Thersites.”

“War’s war,” Thersites proclaimed bravely. “A fine patriot
you are, Hippodamos! You think we’ll win the war because every
three months his Lordship Achilles stages a public scuffle with that
clumsy fool Hector? Why, those two are in cahoots and collusion
just for the fun of it; those duels of theirs are nothing but a big
act so us yokels will think the two of them are battling it out for
our sake! Hey, Troy, hey, Greece, come gawk at the mighty
heroes! And the rest of us, we’re nothing; our suffering’s not worth
a cat’s whisker; not even a dog barks when we go by. I’ll tell you
something, Achaeans: Achilles plays the hero only so he can skim
off all the cream for himself and squeeze us out of any credit for
the war. He only wants himself talked about, as if he was the be-
all and end-all — and those others aren’t any better. That’s how
it is, boys. And the war drags on like this only so Mr. Achilles can
puff himself up like god-knows-what kind of glorified warrior. I’m
surprised you haven’t seen through it.”

“Excuse me, Thersites,” young Laomedon broke in, “but what
exactly has Achilles ever done to you?”

“To me? Nothing in the slightest,” Thersites retorted
indignantly. “What do I care about him? As a matter of fact, I
don’t even speak to him; but everybody’s fed up with the way that
fellow puts on airs. That business of sulking in his tent, for
instance. We’re living in a historic moment here, when the honor
of our Hellas is at stake; the whole world is watching us — And
what does Mr. Hero do? Lolls around in his tent saying he won’t
fight. And at this historic moment we’re supposed to do all the
dirty work for him and save the honor of all Hellas? But that’s
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how it is: whenever the going gets tough, Achilles crawls into his
tent and acts like he’s offended. Pff, what a farce! There’s your
national heroes for you! They’re a bunch of cowards!”

“I don’t know, Thersites,” remarked the prudent Eupator.
“They say Achilles is terribly offended because Agamemnon sent
that slave girl of his — I forget her name, Briseis or Chryseis,
something like that — back to her parents.. The son of Peleus is
making it out to be a matter of prestige, but I think he really
loved the girl. That wouldn’t be a farce, young man.”

“Don’t try to put anything over on me,” said Thersites. “ I
know exactly what happened. Agamemnon simply took the girl for
himself. Everybody knows he’s got piles of plundered jewels, and
when it comes to female flesh he’s a tomcat — I’ve had enough of
these women as it is: it’s all because of that trollop Helen that the
war started in the first place, and here we go again — Did you
hear that Helen’s sleeping with Hector now? Every man in Troy’s
been with that woman, even that old geezer with one foot in the
grave, that hoary old Priam. And we’re supposed to fight and
suffer all kinds of hardship here just because of that tramp? Not
me, thanks!”

“They say,” young Laomedon offered shyly, “that Helen is
very beautiful.”

“They’re telling you wrong,” Thersites said scornfully. “She’s
one faded flower and a slut besides, second to none. I wouldn’t
give a sack of beans for her. Boys, here’s what I wish for that fool
Menelaus: that we win this war and he gets Helen back. All that
business about Helen’s beauty is a myth, a fraud, and with a dab
of face-paint.”

“So we Greeks,” ventured Hippodamos, “are fighting for a
mere myth. Is that it, Thersites?”

“My dear Hippodamos,” said Thersites, “you don’t seem to
get it. We Hellenes are fighting, first of all, so that old fox
Agamemnon can rake in a sackful of loot; in the second place, so
that fop Achilles can satisfy his outrageous ambition; in the third
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place, so that crook Odysseus can steal our military supplies; and
finally, so that a certain bought-off street singer, Homer or
whatever the bum’s name is, for a few grubby pennies, can heap
glory on the greatest of all traitors to the Greek nation — and,
while he’s at it, vilify or at least hush up the true, modest, self-
sacrificing Achaean heroes — like you. That’s how it is,
Hippodamus.”

“’The greatest of all traitors,’” said Eupator. “Those words are
a bit strong, Thersites.”

“Well, for your information,” Thersites burst out, and then he
lowered his voice, “I have proof of their treachery. Gentlemen, it’s
awful: I won’t tell you all I know, but you can tuck this under
your helmets: we’ve been sold out. Surely you can see it for
yourselves: why, who’d ever believe that we Greeks, the most
courageous and civilized nation in the world, wouldn’t have taken
that Trojan dungheap long ago and pounded those beggars and
rascals to pieces, if we hadn’t been betrayed all these years? Do
you really think, Eupator, that we, Achaeans, are such cowardly
dogs that we couldn’t have polished off that filthy Troy long ago?
That the Trojans might be better soldiers than us? Listen, Eupator,
if you think that, then you’re no Greek, you’re some kind of
Epirot or Thracian. A true Greek, a classical man, must feel
genuine pain at the kind of shame and skulduggery we’re mixed up
in.”

“It is true,” Hippodamos said thoughtfully, “that this war has
gone on for a damnably long time.”

“You see?” exclaimed Thersites. “And I’ll tell you why:
because the Trojans have allies and accomplices among us. Maybe
you know who I mean.”

“Who?” Eupator demanded sternly. “Now you’ll have to
finish what you started, Thersites.”

“I don’t like to say it,” protested Thersites. “You know me,
Danaans, I don’t spread tales, but since you think it’s in the public
interest, I’ll tell you something shocking. The other day I was
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talking with some good, brave Greeks; like any patriot, I was
talking about the war and our enemies, and in my frank, open,
Greek way I was saying that the Trojans, our mortal and savage
enemies, are a pack of cowards, criminals, good-for-nothings,
scoundrels, and rats, that their Priam is a senile old codger, and
their Hector is yellow. Of course, as you well know, Achaeans,
that’s the true and proper opinion of any Greek. And suddenly
who should step out of the shadows but Agamemnon himself —
not the least ashamed to be eavesdropping! — and he says: ‘Hold
on, Thersites; the Trojans are good soldiers, Priam is a fine old
man, and Hector is a hero.’ With that, he turned on his heel and
was gone before I could dispose of him the way he had coming.
Gentlemen, I stood there dumbfounded. Well, well, I said to
myself, so that’s the way the wind blows! Now we know who’s
behind the disruption, faint-heartedness, and enemy propaganda in
our camp! How can we win the war when those despicable
Trojans have their own people, their own backers in our midst? —
no, worse than that, right in our HQ! And do you think,
Achaeans, that a traitor like that does his subversive work for
nothing? Not on your life, boys. The man’s not going to praise our
nation’s enemies to the skies for free; the Trojans must have paid
him plenty for it. Sort it out for yourselves: the war’s being
deliberately prolonged, Achilles was offended by design, you hear
nothing but complaints and grumbling from our troops, lack of
discipline’s on the rise everywhere — in short, the whole thing’s a
hotbed of thievery and skulduggery. Everyone you see is a traitor,
a flunky, a foreigner, or a wheeler-dealer. And once a man catches
on to their tricks, they say he’s a grouser and a disruptive element.
That’s what a fellow-countryman like me gets when he’s only
trying, come what may, to do his duty for the honor and glory of
his people! To think that we, classical Greeks, have come to this!
That we’re not suffocating in all this mire! Someday, they’ll write
of our age as a time of deepest national disgrace and subjugation,
infamy, pettiness and betrayal, duress and disruption, cowardice,



corruption and moral decay — ”
“We’ll muddle through somehow,” Eupator yawned. “I’m off

to bed. Good night, folks!”
“Good night,” Thersites said in a hearty, convivial tone, and

he stretched himself out contentedly. “We’ve had a good, friendly
chat this evening, haven’t we?”
  

November 22, 1931
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Agathon, or Concerning Wisdom

The members of the Academy of Boeotia invited the Athenian
philosopher Agathon to come lecture to them on philosophy.
Although Agathon was not an eminent orator, he nonetheless
accepted the invitation so that he might contribute thereby
whatever lay within his powers to promote the study of
philosophy, which, in the words of the historian, “appears to be
in decline.” On the appointed day, Agathon arrived in Boeotia
early; he therefore strolled around the city and delighted in the
flight of swallows over the rooftops.

At the stroke of eight he presented himself at the lecture hall,
but found it nearly empty; only five or six men were seated on the
benches. Agathon sat down on the lecturer’s chair and decided to
wait for a bit, until a greater number of listeners had assembled.
In the meantime, he opened the scroll from which he intended to
read, and immersed himself in it.

This scroll contained all the fundamental questions of philo-
sophy: it began with the theory of cognition, defined truth,
dismissed with crushing criticism all erroneous views — that is to
say, all the philosophies of the world save that of Agathon — and
furnished an outline of the most elevated ideas. When Agathon
came back to the here and now, he raised his eyes; he saw that the
listeners numbered nine in all, and he was overcome by anger and
sorrow. Flinging the scroll onto the lectern, he began thus:

Ladies and gentlemen, or rather andres Boitikoi, it would seem
that your city has little interest in the lofty questions before us on
this evening’s program. I know, men of Boeotia, that you are
occupied at the moment with elections to the city council, and at
times such as this there is no room for wisdom, not even for
reason; elections are an opportunity for cleverness.
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Here Agathon stopped and reflected for a moment. Bear with
me, he began again, but just now something escaped from my lips
which I have never before considered. I spoke three words:
cleverness — reason — wisdom. I spoke them in anger. All three
denote a certain intellectual ability; I am aware that they have
quite different meanings, but it would be difficult for me to say in
what ways they differ. I beg your indulgence — and I will return
to the evening’s program shortly — but first I must take a moment
to clarify these three small words for myself.

It is clear, he continued after a pause, that the opposite of
cleverness is stupidity, whereas the opposite of reason is madness.
But what is the opposite of wisdom? There are ideas, gentlemen,
which are not at all clever, for they are too modest, and which are
not reasonable, for they resemble madness, and yet they are wise.
Wisdom resembles neither cleverness nor reason.

Men of Boeotia, in the course of everyday life you don’t give
a fig, as we say in Greek, for the definition of terms, and yet you
obviously differentiate each from the other with precision. You say
of someone that he is a clever thief, but you never say that he is
a “sensible thief,” let alone a “wise thief.” You praise your tailor
for having sensible prices, but you never say that his prices are
wise. Clearly there are certain distinctions here which prevent you
from confusing these words.

If you say of someone that he is a clever farmer, you
obviously think that he knows well how to get good prices for his
produce at market; if you say that he is a sensible farmer, no
doubt you mean that he manages his farm very well indeed; but if
you call him a wise farmer, I suspect you mean that he lives well,
knows a great deal, and can give you serious, sympathetic advice.

Now, let us grant that a clever politician can, conceivably, be
an utter scoundrel and do harm to the republic; but you call a
politician sensible only if he conducts public affairs in a
praiseworthy manner for the common good; whereas a wise
politician, gentlemen, as surely all of you are aware, is the kind of
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man who is called “the father of his country” or the like — by
this we see that wisdom is something that comes from the heart.

When I say of someone that he is clever, I am thinking of a
unique and noteworthy characteristic; it is as if I said that a bee
has a stinger or an elephant a trunk. It is quite different if I say
that the bee is industrious or that the elephant is wondrously
strong; in so saying, you understand immediately that I am
appraising the strength and not the trunk. In like manner, I make
an appraisal if I say of someone that he is sensible. But if I say
that he is wise, that, my friends, is another matter entirely; it is as
if I said that I love him. In short, cleverness is a gift or talent,
reason is a quality or strength, but wisdom is a virtue.

And now I know the distinction amongst these three words.
Cleverness is usually cruel, malicious, and selfish; it seeks a
weakness in its neighbor and exploits it for its own gain; it leads
to success.

Reason is frequently cruel to man, but it is true to its ends
and intents; it seeks to profit everyone; if it finds weakness or
ignorance in its neighbor, it attempts to remove it through
enlightenment or correction; it leads to improvement.

Wisdom cannot be cruel, for it is pure generosity and good
will; it does not seek to profit everyone, for it loves man too much
to love instead some more distant goal; if it finds weakness or
wretchedness in its neighbor, it forgives it and loves it; it leads to
harmony.

Men of Boeotia, have you ever heard the word “wise” applied
to an unhappy man? to a jokester? to an embittered and disap-
pointed man? Tell me, why is it the custom, even in the unphilo-
sophical life, to call that man wise who harbors the least hatred
and who is on good terms with the world? Say this word
“wisdom” to yourselves again and again; say the word in joy or
in sorrow, say it when you are weary, angry, or impatient. You
will hear sorrow in it, but sorrow reconciled; joy, but joy
constantly and gently renewed; weariness, but weariness filled with
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my friends, is what gives the word wisdom such an exquisite yet
melancholy sound, the voice with which wisdom speaks.

Yes, wisdom is melancholy, is longing, in a sense. Man can
put all his reason into his work, he can practice it in his labors.
But wisdom always remains above and beyond individual tasks.
The wise man is like a gardener fertilizing a flower bed or
fastening a rose to a stake, who all the while may be thinking of
God. His work neither contains nor embodies his wisdom. Reason
lies in action, but wisdom lies in experience.

Wise poets and artists, however, are able to put experience
into their work; they offer their wisdom not in deeds, but directly
in the form of experience. This, then, is the singular and special
value of art, and nothing in the world can compare with it.

But look, I have deviated altogether from my topic for this
lecture. Yet what more can I say? If wisdom lies in experience and
not in ideas, it is unnecessary for me to read to you from my
scroll.”

April 1, 1920
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Alexander the Great

To Aristotle of Stagira, Director, Lyceum of Athens

My great and beloved teacher, dear Aristotle!
It has been a very long time since I last wrote to you, but as

you know, I have been much preoccupied with military matters,
and while we were marching through Hyrcania, Drangiana, and
Gedrosia, conquering Bactria and advancing beyond the Indus, I
had neither the time nor the inclination to take up my pen. I have
been back in Susa for some months now, but again, I have been
so overwhelmed with administrative concerns, appointing officials
and stamping out all manner of intrigues and insurrections, that
until today I have not had a minute to write you about myself. To
be sure, the official dispatches have given you a rough idea what
I have been doing, but both my affection for you and my
confidence in your influence on cultured Hellenic circles prompt me
once again to open my heart to you as my revered teacher and
spiritual guide.

I think back to the time, many years past (how long ago it
seems to me now!) when I wrote you a foolish and enthusiastic
letter from atop the tomb of Achilles. It was at the threshold of
my Persian expedition, and I vowed then that the brave son of
Peleus would be my exemplar in life. I dreamed only of heroism
and greatness; my victory over Thrace was already behind me, and
I thought that I was marching against Darius at the head of my
Macedonians and Hellenes simply to cover myself with laurels
worthy of our ancestors whose praises were sung by Homer. I kept
faith with my ideals at both Chaeronea and the Granicus, but
today I hold a very different view of the political significance of
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those actions of mine. The sober truth is that our Macedonia,
more or less united with Greece, was constantly threatened from
the north by the Thracian barbarians; they could have attacked us
at an unfavorable moment, which the Greeks would then have used
as a pretext for revoking their treaty and breaking away from
Macedonia. It was clearly necessary to subdue Thrace, so that we
would have at least that side covered in the event of Greek
treachery. It was sheer political necessity, my dear Aristotle, but
your pupil did not understand this well enough then and indulged
himself in dreams of emulating the feats of Achilles.

With the conquest of Thrace our situation changed: we
controlled the whole of the western coast of the Aegean as far as
the Bosporus, but our command over the Aegean was threatened
by the naval power of the Persians. Specifically, positioned as we
were above the Hellespont and Bosporus, we found ourselves in
hazardous proximity to the Persian sphere of influence. Sooner or
later there was bound to be a struggle between us and Persia over
the Aegean and free passage through the Pontic Straits. Fortunately,
I struck before Darius could prepare for battle. I thought that I
was following in the footsteps of Achilles and would conquer a
new Ilium for the glory of the Greeks; in reality, as I see it today,
it was of utmost necessity to drive the Persians from the Aegean
Sea, and I drove them back so efficiently, my dear teacher, that I
seized all of Bithinia, Phrygia, and Cappadocia, plundered Cilicia,
and did not stop until we reached Tarsus.  Asia Minor was ours.
Not only the ancient Aegean basin but the entire northern rim of
the Mediterranean or, as we call it, the Egpytian Sea, was in our
hands.

You might say, my dear Aristotle, that my paramount political
and strategic goal, namely, the final expulsion of Persia from
Hellenic waters, had now been achieved in full.  With the conquest
of Asia Minor, however, a new situation arose: our new shoreline
could be threatened from the south, that is, from Venice or Egypt;
Persia could procure reinforcements and supplies from there for
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waging further wars against us. Consequently, it was essential that
we occupy the Tyrian coasts and control Egypt, and in this way
we became masters of the entire seaboard. Yet a new danger arose
at one and the same time: that Darius, relying on the resources of
his rich Mesopotamia, might sweep into Syria and thereby cut off
our Egyptian domains from our base in Asia Minor.  Thus I had
to crush Darius at any cost, and I succeeded in so doing at
Gaugamela; as you know, Babylon as well as Susa, Persepolisas
well as Pasargadae fell to their knees before us. By this action we
gained control of the Persian Gulf, but in order to safeguard these
new holdings against possible incursions from the north, it was
necessary to march northwards against the Medes and Hyrcanians.
While our territory now extended from the Caspian Sea to the
Persian Gulf, it lay open to the east; for this reason I marched my
Macedonians to the borders of Areia and Drangiana, laid waste to
Gedrosia, and annihilated Arachosia, after which I entered Bactria
in triumph. And in order to seal this military victory with a lasting
union, I took the Bactrian princess Roxane to wife. It was pure
political necessity; I had acquired so many eastern lands for my
Macedonians and Greeks that, like it or no, I had to win over my
barbaric eastern subjects by my appearance and splendor, without
which those wretched sheep herders cannot imagine a powerful
ruler. It is true that my old Macedonian Guard bore this with
difficulty; perhaps they thought their commander was alienating
himself from his wartime companions. Unfortunately, I had to have
my old friends Philotas and Callisthenes executed; my dear
Parmenion, too, lost his life. I was very sorry about this, but it
was unavoidable lest the rebellion of my Macedonians jeopardize
my next step. As it happens, I was just then preparing for a
military expedition to India. I should explain that Gedrosia and
Arachosia are hemmed in by high mountains much like
fortifications, but for these fortifications to be impregnable, they
require a buffer zone from which to launch an offensive or
withdraw to the ramparts. In this instance, the strategic buffer zone
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is India as far as the Indus. It was necessary, from a military point
of view, to invade this territory and with it the bridgehead on the
opposite bank of the Indus; no responsible soldier or statesman
would have acted otherwise. But when we came to the river
Hyphasis, my Macedonians balked and said that they were too
tired, ill, and homesick to go any further. I had to turn back. It
was a harrowing journey for my veterans, but it was even worse
for me; it had been my intention to reach the Bay of Bengal and
secure a natural eastern frontier for my Macedonia, and now I was
forced, for the time being, to abandon this essential move.

I returned to Susa. I could have been satisfied with having
given my Macedonians and Hellenes such an empire.  But so that
I would not have to rely entirely on my exhausted people, I
inducted thirty thousand Persians into my army; they are good
soldiers and I urgently need them for the defense of my eastern
frontiers. But I must tell you that my old soldiers are extremely
bitter about this. They cannot grasp that, in winning for my people
Oriental territories that are a hundred times larger than our
homeland, I have become the great King of the East, and that I
must appoint my officials and counselors from amongst the
Orientals and surround myself with an Oriental court. All these are
self-evident political necessities, which I am carrying out in the
interests of Greater Macedonia. Circumstances demand more and
more personal sacrifices from me; I bear them without complaint,
for I think only of the greatness and strength of my beloved home-
land. I must therefore endure the barbaric luxuries that attend my
power and magnificence; I have taken in marriage three princesses
from eastern kingdoms, and now, dear Aristotle, I have actually
become a god.

Yes, my dear teacher: I have had myself proclaimed a god; my
good eastern subjects kneel before me and bring me sacrifices. It
is politically necessary if I am to have the requisite authority over
these camel drivers and mountain shepherds. How far in the past
are the days when you taught me to use reason and logic! But
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first glance, my path in life must seem fantastic to many, but when
I look back on it now at night, in the quiet of my divine study, I
see that I have never undertaken anything that did not, of
necessity, derive from my preceding step.

So you see, my dear Aristotle, that it would be in the interest
of peace and order, and entirely within reason given our political
interests, if I were recognized as a god in my western territories as
well. It would free my hands here in the east, were I assured that
my Macedonia and Hellas accepted the political principle of my
absolute authority; it would ease my mind in setting out to obtain
and secure for my Greek homeland her natural frontier on the
coast of China. I could thus ensure for all time the power and
safety of my Macedonia. As you see, this is a sober and reasonable
plan; I long ago ceased to be the dreamer who once swore an oath
on the tomb of Achilles. If I ask you now, as my wise friend and
guide, to philosophically prepare the way and to justify to my
Greeks and Macedonians, on logical grounds, my proclamation as
a god, I do so as a responsible statesman and politician; I leave it
to you to consider whether you wish to undertake this task as a
reasonable, patriotic, and political necessity.

With best wishes, my dear Aristotle, from your

Alexander 

May 1, 1937
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The Death of Archimedes

As it happens, the story of Archimedes is not exactly as the history
books have portrayed it. While it is true that he was killed when
the Romans conquered Syracuse, it is not correct that a Roman
soldier broke into his house to plunder it, and that Archimedes,
absorbed in drawing some sort of geometrical figure, growled at
him crossly: “Don’t spoil my circles!” For one thing, Archimedes
was not some absent-minded professor who didn’t know what was
going on around him; on the contrary, he was by temperament a
true soldier who had invented war machinery for the Syracusans
to defend their city. For another thing, the Roman soldier was not
some drunken looter, but the educated and ambitious Staff Captain
Lucius, who knew to whom he had the honor of speaking, and
who had not come to plunder, but rather gave a military salute at
the doorstep and said: “Greetings, Archimedes.”

Archimedes raised his eyes from the wax tablet on which he
was in fact drawing something and said: “What is it?”

“Archimedes,” said Lucius, “we know that without your war
machinery Syracuse wouldn’t have held out for a month; as it is, we’ve
had a rough two years because of them. Don’t think we soldiers don’t
appreciate that. They’re superb machines. My congratulations.”

Archimedes waved his hand. “Please, they’re nothing really.
Ordinary hurling mechanisms — mere toys, that’s all. Scientifically,
they have little value.”

“But militarily they do,” said Lucius. “Listen, Archimedes, I’ve
come to ask you to work with us.”

“With whom?”
“With us, the Romans. Surely you know that Carthage is in

decline. Why go on helping them? We’ll teach them a lesson
instead! You’d do better to be on our side, all of you.”
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“Why?” grumbled Archimedes. “As fate would have it, we
Syracusans are Greeks. Why should we side with you?”

“Because you live in Sicily, and we need Sicily.”
“And why do you need it?”
“Because we intend to control the Mediterranean Sea.”
“Aha,” Archimedes said, and he contemplated his tablet. “And

why do you want to do that?”
“Whoever is master of the Mediterranean,” said Lucius, “is

master of the world. That’s clear enough.”
“And must you be masters of the world?”
“Yes. The mission of Rome is to be master of the world. And

I’m telling you that it will be.”
“Possibly,” Archimedes said, and he rubbed out a line on his

tablet. “But I wouldn’t advise it, Lucius. Listen, to be master of the
world — someday defending your position’s going to be one big
headache. It wouldn’t be worth the effort, given all you’d have to do.”

“No matter; we shall be a great empire.”
“A great empire,” muttered Archimedes. “Whether I draw a

small circle or a large circle, it’s still only a circle. There are still
frontiers — you will never be without frontiers, Lucius. Do you think
a large circle is more perfect than a small circle? Do you think you’re
a greater geometrician if you draw a larger circle?”

“You Greeks are forever playing with arguments,” Capt. Lucius
objected. “We have another way of proving that we’re right.”

“How?”
“Action. For instance, we have conquered your Syracuse. Ergo,

Syracuse belongs to us. Is that a clear proof?”
“It is,” Archimedes said, and he scratched his head with his

stylus. “Yes, you have conquered Syracuse, except that it is not
and never will be the same Syracuse it was before. It was a great
and celebrated city, my good fellow; now it will never be great
again. Poor Syracuse!”

“But Rome will be great. Rome must be the strongest of all
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“Why?”
“To maintain her position. The stronger we are, the more

enemies we have. That’s why we must be the strongest force.”
“As to force,” muttered Archimedes, “I’m a physicist of sorts,

Lucius, and I’ll tell you something. Force limits itself.”
“What does that mean?”
“It’s a sort of law, Lucius. When force is exerted, it limits

itself by that action. The greater your force, the more of your
strength you use up; and the time will come— ”

“What are you trying to say?”
“Nothing, really. I’m not a prophet, Lucius, only a physicist.

Force limits itself. More than that I do not know.”
“Listen, Archimedes, you can’t imagine the tremendous

opportunities that working with us would open up for you in
Rome. You could build the mightiest war engines in the world.”

“You’ll have to forgive me, Lucius; I’m an old man, and I still
have one or two ideas I’d like to work on. — As you can see, I’m
trying to design something right now.”

“Archimedes, aren’t you enticed by the idea of conquering the
world with us and ruling it? — Why are you silent?”

“Sorry,” Archimedes muttered, bent over his tablet. “What did
you say?”

“That a man like you could conquer the world.”
“Hm, the world,” Archimedes said, engrossed in his drawing.

“Please don’t take offense, but I’m doing something more
important here. Something more lasting, you see. Something that
will truly endure.”

 “What is it?”
“Careful, don’t smear my circles! It’s a method for calculating

the area of a sector of a circle.”

Later it was reported that the learned Archimedes had met his
death through an accident.
   

April 17, 1938
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The Roman Legions

Four of Caesar’s veterans, who had been through the campaigns in
Gallia and Britannia and had come back covered with glory and
in the greatest triumph the world had ever seen — these four
heroes, namely Bullio, an ex-corporal, Lucius known as Macer
because of his slenderness, Sartor known as Hilla, a veterinarian
with the Second Legion, and finally Strobus of Gaeta, met at the
wine shop of Onocrates, a Sicilian Greek and a great rascal, to
reminisce about the great and memorable military deeds they had
witnessed. Because the weather was fairly hot, Onocrates set a
table for them in the street, and there the four soldiers sat,
drinking convivially and talking in loud voices. Who can wonder
that people in the streets soon flocked around them, artisans, mule-
drivers, children, and women with babes in their arms, to listen to
their words? For it is well known that in those days the illustrious
deeds of the great Caesar still roused the interest of all Roman
citizens.

“Listen,” said Strobus of Gaeta. “Let me tell you what
happened that time when thirty thousand Senones faced us across
a river.”

“Wait a minute,” Bullio corrrected him. “For one thing, there
weren’t thirty thousand of those Senones but barely eighteen
thousand; and for another, you were with the Ninth Legion, and
they never once faced the Senones. You were camped in Aquitania
at the time, and you were mending our boots because you had all
those cobblers and shoemakers serving with you. All right then, go
on.

“You’ve got it mixed up,” Strobus objected. “We were
camped right there in Lutetia at the time, for your information.
And we mended your boots that other time, when you wore the
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soles right out running away from Gergovia. You got good and
clobbered then, you and the Fifth Legion, and you deserved it.”

“That’s not how it was,” said Lucius known as Macer. “The
Fifth Legion never was in Gergovia. The Fifth Legion got their
pants kicked at Bibracta the minute they got there, and from then
on you couldn’t get them to go anywhere else or do anything but
scrounge. A fine legion that was,” added Macer, spitting a long
distance.

“Well, whose fault was it,” Bullio demanded, “that the Fifth
Legion got smashed to a pulp at Bibracta? The Sixth was supposed
to move up and relieve them, but the Sixth didn’t want to, the lazy
bums. They’d just come from the girls in Massilia — ”

“You’re dead wrong,” objected Sartor known as Hilla. “The
Sixth Legion wasn’t even at Bibracta. They didn’t get to the front
until Axona, when Galba was in command.”

“That’s how much you know, pig-spayer,” Bullio retorted. “It
was the Second, Third, and Seventh Legions at Axona. The
Eburoni sent the Sixth running back to their mommies long before
that.”

“That’s all a pack of lies,” claimed Lucius Macer. “The only
true part is that the Second Legion, the one I served in, fought at
Axona. You made up everything else.”

“Don’t try and get away with that,” said Strobus of Gaeta.
“Your legion was snoring away in reserve at Axona, and by the
time you woke up, the battle was over. Burning Cenabum, now,
you were good at that; and hacking a couple hundred civilians to
bits for stringing up three moneylenders, you managed to do that,
too.”

“Caesar ordered us to do it,” said Lucius Macer, shrugging his
shoulders.

“That’s not true,” shouted Hilla. “Caesar wasn’t the one who
ordered it, Labienus did. Caesar, my foot — he was too shrewd a
politician for that. But Labienus was a soldier.”



49

“Galba was a soldier,” declared Bullio, “because he had no
fear. Labienus never got closer than half a mile from the front, to
make sure nothing would happen to him. Just where was
Labienus when the Nervii had us surrounded, I ask you? That’s
when our centurion fell, and since I was the senior corporal I
took over the command. ‘Boys,’ I said, ‘if I see anyone yield so
much as an inch — ’”

“The Nervii?” Strobus interrupted him. “That was nothing.
They were shooting at you with acorns and pine cones. It was
worse by far with the Arvernes.”

“Get out of here,” objected Macer. “We couldn’t even catch
up with the Arvernes. I tell you, friends, it was like trying to catch
rabbits.”

“Aquitania,” recalled Hilla, “that’s where I shot this stag you
wouldn’t believe. He was one beautiful beast, that stag, antlers like
a tree — I’m not kidding; it took two horses to haul him back to
camp.”

“That’s nothing,” Strobus declared. “Britannia, there’s where
the stags are!”

“Listen to the man,” hooted Bullio. “Strobus wants us to
think he was in Britannia!”

“Well, you weren’t there either,” Macer countered. “Hey,
Onocrates, wine! — Let me tell you, I’ve met plenty of liars
who’ve said they were in Britannia, but I never believed a one of
them.”

“I was there,” said Hilla. “I was delivering pigs. The Seventh,
Eighth, and Tenth Legions were there.”

“Don’t waste our time, man,” said Strobus. “The Tenth never
got any farther north than the camps of the Sequanes. You should
have seen how spit-and-polished they were when they got to Alesia.
But they took a pounding there, those creampuffs.”

“All of us took a pounding there,” said Bullio. “We were
knocked straight into next week, but we won all the same.”



50

“That’s not how it was,” objected Macer. “That was no great
battle, it wasn’t much of a battle at all. When I crawled out of the
tent that morning— ”

“That’s not how it was,” protested Hilla. “It was night when
things started up at Alesia.”

“Go hang yourself,” said Bullio. “It started at noon mess.
We’d just had mutton — ”

“That’s not true,” cried Hilla, thumping on the table. “We
had beef at Alesia because the cows got sick. Nobody would touch
it.”

“I’m telling you,” Bullio insisted, “it was mutton. That’s when
they sent us that Captain Longus from the Fifth Legion.”

“Look, man,” said Macer, “Longus was with us, in the
Second. He was dead and gone long before Alesia. The man from
the Fifth was Hirtus.”

“That’s not true,” said Hilla. “The man from the Fifth was —
what was his name? Corda. Right.”

“Forget it,” said Bullio. “Corda was at Massilia. It was
Longus, that’s all there is to it. He comes there and says, ‘This
damned rain—”

“Hold it right there!” Strobus shouted. “That’s not how it
was! It wasn’t raining at Alesia, it was hot, really hot. I remember,
because the pork stank to high heaven.”

“It was mutton,” Bullio yelled, “and it was raining! And that’s
when that Hirtus comes to us and says, ‘Boys, I think we’re in for
deep trouble.’ And he was right. We fought for twenty hours in
the rain — ”

“That’s not how it was,” said Macer. “In three hours it was
all over.”

“You’ve got it all backwards,” Strobus declared. “That battle
went on for three days, give or take a few breaks. But on the
second day we lost — ”

“That’s not true,” Hilla protested. “We lost on the first day,
and the second day we walked off with it.”



“Bunk,” said Bullio. “We didn’t win, far from it. We were all
ready to surrender, in fact, but they surrendered first.”

“That’s not how it was at all,” Macer retorted. “There wasn’t
any battle at Alesia, never. Onocrates, wine! Wait a minute, I can
tell you something: that time we laid siege to Avaricum— ”

“That’s not at all how it was,” Bullio muttered, and he fell
asleep.

April 22, 1928
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The Ten Righteous

And the Lord said, Because the cry of Sodom and Gomorrah is
great, and because their sin is very grievous;

I will go down now, and see whether they have done alto-
gether acccording to the cry of it, which is come unto me; and if
not, I will know . . .

And Abraham drew near, and said, Wilt thou also destroy the
righteous with the wicked?

Peradventure there be fifty righteous within the city: wilt thou
also destroy and not spare the place for the fifty righteous that are
therein? . . .

And the Lord said, If I find in Sodom fifty righteous within
the city, then I will spare all the place for their sakes . . . 

And Abraham answered and said . . . Peradventure there shall
lack five of the fifty righteous: wilt thou destroy all the city for
lack of five? And he said, if I find there forty and five, I will not
destroy it.

And he spake unto him yet again, and said, Peradventure there
shall be forty found there. And he said, I will not do it for forty’s sake.

And he said unto him, Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I
will speak: Peradventure there shall thirty be found there. And he
said, I will not do it, if I find thirty there.

And he said, Behold now, I have taken upon me to speak
unto the Lord: Peradventure there shall be twenty found there.
And he said, I will not destroy it for twenty’s sake.

And he said, Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak
yet but this once: Peradventure ten shall be found there. And he
said, I will not destroy it for ten’s sake.

And the Lord went his way, as soon as he had left commun-
ing with Abraham: and Abraham returned unto his place.
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Gen. 18.20-33

And when he returned unto his place, Abraham called to his wife
Sarah and said unto her: “Listen, I have this from the most reliable
source, but no one else must know. The Lord has decided to
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for their sins. He told me so
Himself.”

And Sarah said: “See, didn’t I tell you long ago that this
would happen? And when I told you about the goings-on there,
you even stood up for them and shouted at me to hold my tongue.
‘Don’t meddle,’ you said, ‘what business is it of yours?’ Now you
see what I’ve been saying all along, and you had to wait to find
out. When I was talking with Lot’s wife the other day, I said,
‘What’s going to come of all this?’ Do you think the Lord will
destroy Lot’s wife, too?”

And Abraham answered: “Ah, but that’s the point. What I
wanted to tell you is that, after a bit of pressure on my part, the
Lord agreed to save Sodom and Gomorrah if He found fifty
righteous there. But I got that knocked down to ten. That’s why
I called to you, so the two of us together could pick out ten
righteous for the Lord.”

And Sarah said: “You did right. Lot’s wife is a friend of mine,
and Lot is the son of your brother Haran. I’m not saying Lot’s
righteous — you know how he set his whole house against you —
and don’t go telling me again, Abraham, that that wasn’t out of
line, he’s dealt very underhandedly with you, but he is your
nephew, even if Haran didn’t treat you like a blood brother
should, still, he’s one of the family.”

And she spake further, saying: “Tell the Lord to spare Sodom.
I’m not the kind of person who’d wish anyone harm. In fact it
makes my legs wobbly just thinking of so many people losing their
lives. Go and intercede with the Lord so He’ll have mercy on
them.”

And Abraham answered unto her: “The Lord will have mercy
if he finds ten righteous. I think we could advise Him as to who
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they are. Run through the names of all the people who live in
Sodom and Gomorrah. There’s no reason why we shouldn’t help
the Lord find ten righteous.”

And Sarah said: “Nothing’s easier than that. I could name
twenty or fifty or even a hundred righteous. Lord knows I
wouldn’t hurt a soul. Well then, we’ve got Lot’s wife and Lot,
your nephew, even if he is deceitful and envious, but he’s one of
the family. That’s two already.”

To which Abraham said: “And their two daughters.”
Whereupon did Sarah say: “Don’t even think about it. That

older one, Jescha, is a shameless hussy. Haven’t you noticed the
way she waggles her bottom at you? Lot’s wife said to me herself,
‘Jescha gives me so much trouble, I’ll be glad when she’s married.’
The younger one seems more modest. But if you think we should,
then count both of them in.”

And Abraham said: “So we’ve got four righteous already. Who
else should we choose?”

Thus Sarah answered unto him: “If you count in the two girls,
then you have to include the young men they’re promised to,
Jobab and Seboim.”

But Abraham said: “What’s gotten into you? Seboim, don’t
forget, is the son of old Dodanim. How can the son of a thief and
usurer be righteous?”

To which did Sarah say: “Abraham, do it, please, for the sake
of the family. Why shouldn’t Melcha be promised to just as decent
a man as that clothes-horse Jescha? Melcha’s a good girl; at least
she doesn’t shake her behind at elderly relatives whom she ought
to respect.”

And Abraham answered: “All right, just as you say. So with
Jobab and Seboim, then, we’ve got six righteous. Now all we have
to do is find four more.”

And Sarah said: “That’ll be easy. Let’s see, who else in Sodom
is righteous?”

To which Abraham replied: “I’d say old Nachor is.”
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And Sarah said: “I’m surprised you’d mention him at all.
Don’t you know that he sleeps with heathen girls, even though he’s
an old man? Better to pick Sabatach, he’s more righteous than
Nachor.”

Whereupon Abraham grew heated with anger, saying:
“Sabatach is a perjurer and a worshipper of idols. Don’t ask me
to give his name to the Lord as one of the righteous. Better to pick
Elmodad or Eliab, they’re worthier.”

To this Sarah said: “You mean you don’t know that Eliab
committed adultery with Elmodad’s wife? If Elmodad was worth
anything, he’d have thrown his wife, that slut, out on the streets
where she belongs. But maybe you could propose Naman, who
can’t help himself because he’s crazy.”

And Abraham replied: “I won’t propose Naman, but I will
propose Melchiel.”

And Sarah said: “If you propose Melchiel, I’ll never speak to
you again. Wasn’t it Melchiel who made fun of you because you
had a son by that whore Hagar, and not by me?”

 Then did Abraham say: “I won’t propose Melchiel. But what
do you think, couldn’t I count Ezron or Jahelel among the
righteous?”

And Sarah answered, saying: “Jahelel is a libertine and Ezron
runs around with Akkadian harlots.”

And Abraham said: “I will propose Ephraim.”
And Sarah said: “Ephraim says that the plain of Mamre,

where our flocks are pastured, belongs to him.”
Thus replied Abraham: “Ephraim is unrighteous. I will

propose Ahiram, son of Jasiel.”
And Sarah said: “Ahiram is a friend of Melchiel. If you want

to propose somebody, propose Nadab.”
And Abraham replied: “Nadab is a miser. I’ll propose Amram.”
To this Sarah said: “Amram wanted to sleep with your whore,

Hagar. I can’t imagine what he saw in her. You’d do better with



Asriel.”
And Abraham said: “Asriel is a fancypants. I can’t propose

some buffoon to the Lord. What if I named Namuel? No, Namuel
doesn’t deserve it, either. I don’t know why we should have
Namuel, of all people.”

Then spake Sarah, saying: “What do you have against
Namuel? True, he’s stupid, but he’s pious.”

And Abraham said: “So be it. Namuel is the seventh.”
To which Sarah said: “Wait, take Namuel off the list, he

practices the sin of Sodom. Who else is there? Let me see if I can
come up with some names: Kahat, Salfad, Itamar . . . ”

Thus replied Abraham: “Put that idea right out of your head.
Itamar is a liar, and as for Kahat and Salfad, aren’t they both
taking the side of that accursed Peleg? But surely you know some
righteous women in Sodom. Please, try to think.”

And Sarah said: “There aren’t any.”
At this Abraham grieved, saying: “What, are there not ten

righteous in Sodom and Gomorrah, so that the Lord will spare
these fair cities for their sakes?”

Whereupon Sarah said: “Go, Abraham, go again to the Lord,
fall on your knees before His face, rend your garments and say:
Lord, Lord, I and Sarah, my wife, beseech you with tears not to
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah for their sins.

“And say to Him: Have mercy on these sinful people and be
patient with them even now. Have mercy, Lord, and let them live.
But do not ask of us, Lord, that we put forward the names of ten
righteous from among all Thy people.”

September 13, 1931
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Pseudo-Lot, or Concerning Patriotism

And there came two angels to Sodom at even; and Lot sat in the
gate of Sodom: and Lot, seeing them, rose up to meet them; and
he bowed himself with his face toward the ground;

And he said, Behold now, my lords, turn in, I pray you, into
your servant’s house, and tarry all night, and wash your feet, and
ye shall rise up early, and go on your ways. And they said, Nay;
but we will abide in the street all night.

And he pressed upon them greatly; and they turned in unto
him, and entered into his house; and he made them a feast, and
did bake unleavened bread, and they did eat it.

And they said unto Lot, Hast thou here any besides? son-in-
law, and thy sons, and thy daughters, and whatsoever thou hast in
the city, bring them out of this place: For we will destroy this
place, because the cry of them is waxen great before the face of
the Lord; and the Lord hath sent us to destroy it. 

Lot was taken aback when he heard this, and he said: “And
why must I go from this place?” Whereupon they said to him:
“Because the Lord does not wish to destroy the righteous.”

Lot was silent for a long while, but then he said: “I beseech
you, sirs, give me leave to speak with my sons-in-law and
daughters, that they may make ready for the journey.” They
answered him: “Do so.”

And Lot went out , and he ran through the streets of the city
and cried out to all the people: “Up, get you out of this place; for
the Lord will destroy this city.” But he seemed to them as one that
mocked them. 

Lot returned home, but he did not lie down, but pondered all
night long.
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And when the morning arose, then the angels hastened Lot,
saying: “Arise, take thy wife, and thy two daughters, which are
here; lest thou be consumed in the iniquity of the city.”

“I will not go,” said Lot. “Forgive me, but I will not go. I
have pondered this all night long. I cannot go, for I too am one
of the people of Sodom.”

“You are righteous,” objected the angels, “but they are
unrighteous, and the cry of their iniquities has angered the Lord.
What are they to you?”

“I don’t know,” said Lot. “I have been thinking about this
too, what they are to me. All my life I have complained about my
countrymen, and I have judged them so harshly that it grieves me
to recall it now: for they will perish. And when I went to the city
of Segor, it seemed to me that its people were better than the
people of Sodom.”

“Arise,” said the angels, “go to the city of Segor: for it shall
be saved.”

“What is Segor to me?” answered Lot. “There is a righteous
man in Segor: whenever I spoke with him he complained about his
countrymen, and I cursed the people of Sodom for their sins, but
now I cannot go. I beg of you, let me stay.”

And an angel spoke and said: “The Lord has commanded that
the people of Sodom be destroyed.”

“His will be done,” said Lot quietly. “I pondered all night
long, and I recalled so many things it made me weep. Have you
ever heard how the people of Sodom sing? No, you don’t know
them at all, or you wouldn’t have come like this. When the girls
walk along the streets they swing their hips and a song hums
through their lips and they laugh as they draw water into their
pitchers. No water is more clear than that from the wells of
Sodom, and no speech in any tongue sounds more beautiful. When
a child speaks, I understand him as if he were my own, and when
he plays, he plays the games I played when I was very small. And
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when I cried, my mother comforted me in the speech of Sodom.
Lord,” cried Lot, “as if it were yesterday!”

“The people of Sodom have sinned,” said the second angel
gravely, “and therefore—”

“They have sinned, I know,” Lot interrupted him impatiently.
“But have you seen our craftsmen? They look as if they were at
play, and when they make a jug or fine linen cloth, your heart
leaps with joy at how artfully it’s done. They are such skillful
people that you could watch them all day long, and when you see
them do such awful things it pains you more than if a man from
Segor had done them. It torments you as if you yourself shared
their guilt. What use is my righteousness to me if I belong to
Sodom? If you judge Sodom, you judge me. I am not righteous. I
am like them. I will not go from here.”

“You will be destroyed with them,” said the angel, frowning.
“Perhaps, but first I’ll try to save them from destruction. I

don’t know what I’ll do, but until the last moment I’ll think it my
duty to help them. How could I possibly go? I am disobeying the
Lord, and so He will not hear me. If He had given me three years’
time, or three days, or even three hours! What would three hours
matter to Him? If yesterday He had commanded me: Go forth
from their midst, for they are unrighteous — I would have said to
Him: Be patient with me for just a little while, I’ll have a word
with this one and that one; I have judged them instead of going
out amongst them. But how can I leave now, when they are to be
destroyed? For am I not partly to blame that things have gone so
far with them? I don’t want to die, but neither could I bear for
them to die. I will stay.”

“You cannot save Sodom.”
“I know I can’t: what could I possibly do? But I will try,

although what, I don’t yet know; I only know that I must persist.
Because all my life I judged them more harshly than anyone else,
because I have borne with them the heaviest burden: their faults.
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Lord, I don’t know how to tell You what they are to me; I can
only show it by staying with them.”

“Your people,” said the angel, “are those who are righteous
and believe in the same God as you; the sinful, the godless, and
the idolatrous are not your people.”

“How could they not be, when they are the people of Sodom?
You don’t understand, because you don’t know the voice of flesh
and clay. What is Sodom, then? You say it is a city of wickedness.
But when the people of Sodom fight, they do not fight for their
wickedness, but for something better, something that was or will
be; and even the worst of them may lay down his life for the sake
of the others. Sodom means all of us, and if I have any merit in
the eyes of the Lord let Him give the credit to Sodom, not to me.
What more can I say? Tell the Lord: Lot, Thy servant, will stand
before the men of Sodom and defend them against Thee, as if
Thou wert his enemy.”

“Cease!” cried the angel. “Terrible is your sin, but the Lord
has not heard you. Make ready and leave from this city: save at
least your wife and the two daughters whom you have.”

Then Lot wept: “Yes, I must save them, you are right. I beg
of you, show me the way.”

And while he lingered, the men laid hold upon his hand, and
upon the hand of his wife, and upon the hand of his two
daughters; the Lord being merciful unto him.

(As they led him forth, Lot prayed, saying:)
“All that life has given me, it gave me by thy hands; it

fashioned my flesh from thy clay and put into my mouth the
words that are in the mouths of thy men and women; and there-
fore I kissed them with each of my words, even when I cursed
them.

“I see thee even when I close my eyes, for thou art deeper
than my sight; thou art in me, even as I have been in thee.

“My hands perform thy work unawares; and were even I in
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“Sodom, Sodom, art thou not the most beautiful of cities?

And if I were to see only one small window, curtained in striped
linen, I would know it and say: this is a window of Sodom.

“I am like a dog who is led from the house of his master;
even if he droops his muzzle in the dust, so as not to see, he still
recognizes the smell of the things he knows.

“I believed in the Lord and His law; in thee I did not believe,
but thou art, and other lands are as shadows through which I pass,
nor can I lean against a wall or a tree: they are like shadows.

“But thou art as nothing else: and everything that is, is only
in comparison with thee. If I look upon thee, I see only thee, and
if I look upon something else, I see it only in comparison with
thee.

“I believed in the Lord because He seemed to me the God of
Sodom; if there is no Sodom, there is no Lord.

“Oh gates, gates of Sodom, where are they leading me and
into what emptiness? Where shall I set my foot? For there is no
ground beneath me: and I stand as if I stood not. Go, my
daughters, and leave me; I can go no farther.”

And they brought him forth, and set him without the city; and
they spake unto him, saying: Escape for thy life; look not behind
thee, neither stay thou in all the plain; escape to the mountain, lest
thou be consumed."

The sun was risen upon the earth when they said this.
Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah

brimstone and fire from the Lord out of heaven.
Then Lot looked round and cried out and ran back towards

the city.
“What are you doing, accursed one?” the angels called after

him.
“I am going to help the people of Sodom,” answered Lot, and

he went into the city.

October 1923
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Holy Night

“I’m surprised at you,” shouted Dinah, Isachar’s wife. “If they’d
been decent folk, they’d have gone to the mayor instead of going
around begging like that! Why didn’t you pack them off to
Simon’s house? Why do we, of all people, have be the ones to take
them in? Is Simon somehow better than us? I know Simon’s wife
wouldn’t let riffraff like that into her home! I’m surprised at you,
lowering yourself by associating with I-don’t-know-what kind of
people!”

“Don’t shout,” old Isachar grumbled, “they’ll hear you!”
“Let them hear!” declared Dinah, raising her voice even higher.

“Who cares! It’d be a fine thing if I couldn’t make a peep in my own
house because of tramps like those two! Do you know them? Does
anybody know them? He says she’s his wife. That’s the story, his wife!
I know what goes on with those kinds of drifters! Aren’t you ashamed
of letting people like that into the house?”

Isachar wanted to protest that he’d only let them into the
stable, but he kept the thought to himself; the fact is, he liked his
peace and quiet.

“And her,” Dinah went on, scandalized, “she’s in a family
way, as if you didn’t know. Dear Christ, as if we needed that on
top of everything else! Sweet Mary and Jesus, we’ll have the whole
town talking about us! Tell me, please, where did you park your
brains?” Dinah paused for breath. “Of course, you’d never say no
to a young thing like that. All she had to do was bat those eyes
of hers and you’d bend over backwards to please her. You
wouldn’t have done that for me, Isachar! Just fix yourselves up a
bed, folks, there’s tons of straw in the stable — As if we were the
only ones in Bethlehem with a stable! Why didn’t Simon give them
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a batch of straw? Because his wife wouldn’t stand for it, that’s
why! Only I’m such a doormat, I never say a word—”

Old Isachar turned over to face the wall. Maybe she’ll stop,
he thought. She’s right, in a way, but to make so much fuss over
just this one single—

“Bringing strangers into the house!” Dinah stormed in righ-
teous wrath. “Who knows what sort of people they are? Now I’ll
be afraid to close my eyes the whole night long! But that doesn’t
matter to you, does it? Everything for other folks, but nothing for
me! I wish you’d just for once have a little consideration for your
overworked, long-suffering wife! I’m the one who’ll have to clean
up after them in the morning! If the man’s a carpenter, why
doesn’t he have a job somewhere? And why should I have to take
on all these worries, anyway? Are you listening, Isachar?”

But Isachar, face to the wall, pretended to be sleeping.
“Holy Mary,” sighed Dinah, “the life I lead! I won’t be able

to sleep the whole night for worrying . . . And he’s sleeping like
a log! They could carry the whole house out from under us and
he’d never even notice . . . My God, the things I put up with!”

And then there was silence, the darkness perforated only by
old Isachar’s snores.

*   *   *

Toward midnight Isachar was roused from his slumber by a
woman’s stifled groans. Bless me, he thought in alarm, whatever
it is, it’s right next door in the stable! If only it doesn’t wake
Dinah . . . She’ll just start in talking again!

And he lay motionless, as if he were asleep.
A moment later another groan was heard. God, be merciful!

God, grant that Dinah not wake up, old Ischar prayed in anguish;
but just then he felt Dinah stir beside him, hoist herself upright,
and listen with intense concentration. It’s going to be awful,
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Dinah got up without a word, flung a woolen shawl around

her, and went out into the yard. She’ll probably throw them out,
Isachar told himself, feeling helpless; I’m not getting mixed up in
this, let her do what she likes . . .

After a surprisingly long and hushed interval Dinah returned,
treading carefully. It seemed to Isachar, half asleep, that kindling
of some sort was rustling and crackling, but he was determined not
to budge. Maybe Dinah’s cold, he thought, and she’s building a
fire.

Then Dinah quietly stole outside again. Isachar opened his
eyes a bit and saw a kettle of water over a blazing fire. What’s
this all about, he thought in astonishment, and immediately fell
asleep again. He awoke only when Dinah, her small steps special,
eager, and momentous, dashed back into the yard with the
steaming kettle.

Isachar, very much puzzled, got up and more or less clothed
himself. I need to find out what’s going on, he told himself
resolutely, but in the doorway he collided with Dinah.

Why on earth are you running around like this? he’d intended
to sputter, but he never had the chance. “What are you standing
there gaping for?” Dinah snapped at him, and once again she ran
back into the yard, her arms filled with bits of linen and other
scraps of cloth. At the threshold she turned. “Go back to bed,” she
cried harshly, “and . . . and keep out of our way, do you hear?”

Old Isachar fumbled his way out into the yard. He saw the
stiff figure of a squarely-built man standing in awkward bewilder-
ment before the stable, and he headed towards him. “Well well,”
Isachar grumbled soothingly, “threw you out, did she? These
women, you know, Joseph. . . ” And in order to avoid comment-
ing on their male helplessness, he pointed suddenly: “Look, a star!
Did you ever see such a star?”

December 25, 1930
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Martha and Mary

Now it came to pass, as they went, that he entered into a certain
village: and a certain woman, named Martha, received him into her
house.

And she had a sister called Mary, which also sat at Jesus’ feet,
and heard his word.

But Martha was cumbered about much serving, and came to
him and said, Lord, dost thou not care that my sister hath left me
to serve alone? bid her therefore that she help me.

And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, Martha, thou
art careful and troubled about many things:

But one good thing is needful; and Mary hath chosen that
good part, which shall not be taken away from her. 

Luke 10.38-42

That evening, Martha went to the house of a neighbor who had
recently given birth, Tamar, the wife of Jacob Grünfeld;

and seeing that the fire in the fireplace was dying, she added
more logs and sat down by the hearth to fan the embers. And as
the bright flames blazed upward, Martha stared silently into the
fire.

Then Tamar said: “You’re so kind, Martha. You think of
everything — I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

But Martha said nothing, nor did she turn her eyes from the
fire.

Then Tamar spoke, asking: “Is it true, Martha dear, that the
Rabbi from Nazareth came to your house today?”

And Martha answered: “He did.”
And Tamar clasped her hands and said: “That must have made
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you very happy, Martha. I knew He wouldn’t be coming to us; but
you deserve it, you’re such a good housekeeper — ”

At this Martha leaned towards the fire, poked vigorously at
the logs, and said: “To tell you the truth, Tamar, I’d be happier
if I’d never seen Him. If I’d had any idea that today of all days,
right before a holiday — Well, I thought to myself, first I’ll do the
washing — You know our Mary and the amount of laundry she
creates. So I was throwing all the unwashed clothes together in a
heap, and suddenly ‘Good morning, daughter,’ and He’s standing
in the doorway! I start to call, ‘Mary, Mary, come here!’ so she
can help me clear away the pile of dirty laundry — Dear Mary
comes flying in, all disheveled, and the moment she sees Him she
begins shrieking like a madwoman: ‘Master, Master, You have
come to us?’ and thump, down she goes on her knees before Him,
sobbing and kissing His hands — Tamar, I was so ashamed of her,
what could the Master have thought, this crazy, hysterical girl and
dirty clothes all over the place — I barely managed to force out
‘Master, please be seated’ and started snatching up the laundry;
and there was Mary, tugging at His hand and sobbing, ‘Master,
speak, speak to us, Rabboni’ — Can you imagine, Tamar, she
called him Rabboni! And the place was a complete shambles —
you know how it is on washday, the house hadn’t even been swept
— What must He have thought of us?”

“Never mind, Martha dear,” Mrs. Grünfeld comforted her.
“As a rule, men don’t even notice a bit of clutter. I know them.”

“Well, even so,” Martha declared, a hard glint in her eye,
“things ought to be clean and tidy. Look, Tamar, when the Master
dined at the Pharisee’s house, Mary washed His feet with her tears
and dried them with her hair. Well, I myself wouldn’t have the
nerve to do something like that, but I would have liked at the very
least to give Him a clean floor under his feet. Yes, indeed. And to
put out that nice carpet for Him, you know, the one from
Damascus — not soiled laundry! Wiping His feet with her tears
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and hair, that’s what our Mary did then; but would she even comb
her own hair when He came to see us? Not her. Or wipe the floor
for His feet? Not that, either. Nothing but plop down in front of
Him, roll her eyes, and plead: ‘Speak to us, Rabboni!’”

“And did He speak?” Tamar asked eagerly.
“He spoke,” Martha answered slowly. “He smiled and spoke

to Mary. You know, what with first clearing away the laundry and
then getting Him at least a bit of goat’s milk and a piece of bread
— He looked so tired; it was right on the tip of my tongue to say,
‘Master, I’ll bring You a cushion, do take a moment’s rest, take a
short nap even, we’ll be quiet as can be, we won’t even breathe’
— But you know, Tamar, one doesn’t like to break in while He’s
talking. So I merely tiptoed around, hoping that Mary would take
the hint and keep quiet — but no! It was ‘Go on, Master, please,
please, something more,’ and He, kind-hearted soul that He is,
went on smiling and talking — ”

“Oh, how I wish I could have heard what He said,” sighed
Tamar.

“Me too, Tamar,” Martha said drily. “But someone had to
cool the milk for Him, to keep it fresh. And someone also had to
go fetch the honey for His bread. Then dash over to Ephraim’s —
I’d promised Ephraim’s wife that I’d keep an eye on the children
while she went to market — you know, Tamar, sometimes even an
old maid like me can be good for something, too. But oh, if only
our brother Lazarus had been home! This morning, though, as
soon as Lazarus realized it was washday, he said, ‘You’re on your
own, girls, I’m leaving; but you, Martha, be on the lookout for
that herb merchant from Lebanon, and if he comes by, get me
some of that tea for the lungs’ — you know that our Lazarus has
something wrong with his chest, Tamar, and it’s getting worse. So
I kept thinking, if only Lazarus would come back while the
Master’s here — Tamar, I do believe He could cure our Lazarus
— anyway, every time I heard footsteps, I’d rush out of the house
and call out to whoever was passing by: ‘Mr. Asher, Mr. Levi, Mr.
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Isachar, if you happen to see our Lazarus, tell him to come home
immediately, right away!’ And all the while keeping an eye out for
that herb merchant — I simply had no idea what would happen
next.”

“I know what it’s like,” said Tamar. “Sometimes families are
nothing but a headache.”

“Of course they are,” said Martha. “But look, Tamar, I’d have
liked to hear the word of God, too. I know, I’m only a foolish
woman, more like a servant really — but I tell myself that some-
body has to do it, somebody has to cook and wash and mend and
keep the place clean, and since that’s not our Mary’s nature —
She’s not as pretty as she once was, Tamar, but she used to be
such a beautiful girl that — that — that I simply had to serve her!
And everyone’s always thought I’m bad-tempered — Tamar, you
know that a bad-tempered, unhappy woman can’t cook anything
well, and I’m not a bad cook. If Mary is beautiful, let Martha be
a good cook; that’s fair, isn’t it? But Tamar, maybe you also know
what it’s like when, every once in a while, you fold your hands in
your lap for a moment or two, and then such curious thoughts
come into your head: that perhaps someone will say something to
you, or look at you somehow . . . as if they were saying:
Daughter, you clothe us with your love, you give us all of yourself,
you sweep with your body and keep everything clean with the
cleanliness of your soul; we enter into your house as if it were you
yourself. In your own way, Martha, you too have loved much — ”

“Indeed, I do know,” stated Mrs. Grünfeld. “And if you had
six children, as I do, you’d know it all the better.”

Then Martha said: “Tamar, when He appeared so suddenly,
the Master from Nazareth, I was almost frightened by the thought
that perhaps — perhaps He had come to say those beautiful things
I’ve been waiting so long to hear — and then for everything to be
in such a mess! My heart was almost in my throat, I couldn’t
speak — I said to myself, it’ll pass, I’m a foolish woman, and in
the meantime I’ll soak the laundry and run over to Ephraim’s and
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send for our Lazarus and shoo the chickens out of the yard so
they won’t disturb Him — And then, when everything was in
order, I was filled with such a beautiful certainty: that now I was
ready to hear the word of God. So I slipped quietly, so quietly,
into the room where He sat talking. Mary was sitting at His feet;
she never took her eyes off Him — ” Martha smiled ironically. “It
occurred to me how I’d look if I gaped at Him like that! But then,
Tamar, He looked at me — so directly, and with such a kindly
expression on his face — as if He were going to say something …
And suddenly I realized — Dear heaven, how thin he is! You
know, He never eats a decent meal, He hardly touched the bread
and honey — And then it struck me: Pigeons! I’ll fix Him some
pigeons! I’ll send Mary to the market for them, and in the
meantime He can rest a bit — ‘Mary,’ I said, ‘come into the
kitchen for a moment.’ But Mary? No response whatsoever. She
might as well have been deaf and blind.”

“She didn’t want to leave your guest alone,” Tamar offered
soothingly.

“If she’d been paying proper attention,” Martha retorted, a
hard edge to her voice, “she’d have seen that He had something to
eat; that’s what we women are for, isn’t it? And when I saw that
Mary could only stare at Him as if she were in a trance, I —
Tamar, I don’t know how it happened, but I had to say it. ‘Lord,’
I said, ‘is it nothing to You that my sister leaves me to do all the
work by myself? Tell her to help me in the kitchen!’ It just burst
out of me.”

“And did He speak to her?” asked Mrs. Grünfeld.
At this, tears spurted from Martha’s smarting eyes. “He said:

‘Martha, Martha, thou art careful and troubled about many things:
But one good thing is needful; and Mary hath chosen that good
part, which shall not be taken away from her.’”

There was a moment of silence. “And that was all He said?”
asked Tamar.

“All that I know of,” Martha replied brusquely, wiping away
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robbers at that market, Tamar — and I roasted them and made
the giblets into that soup for you — ”

“You did indeed,” said Mrs. Grünfeld. “You are truly kind,
Martha dear.”

“I’m not,” grumbled Martha. “To tell you the truth, it was
the first time my pigeons have ever been underdone, and they
turned out stringy. But I — somehow I couldn’t keep my mind on
things. And I believe in Him so boundlessly, Tamar!”

“I too,” Tamar stated devoutly. “And what else did He say,
Martha? What did He say to Mary? What did He teach?”

“I don’t know,” said Martha. “I asked Mary, but you know
how scatterbrained she is. ‘I really don’t know,’ was her only
answer; ‘I honestly couldn’t tell you a word He said, but it was so
incredibly beautiful, Martha, and I’m so enormously happy — ’”

“Surely that’s worth something, too,” Tamar supposed.
Whereupon Martha swallowed her tears, snuffled noisily, and

said: “Anyway, Tamar, hand me the baby and I’ll change him for
you.”

January 3, 1932
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Lazarus

And the rumor came to Bethany that the Galilean had been seized
and cast into prison.

When Martha heard this she clasped her hands, and tears
burst from her eyes. “You see,” she cried, “it’s what I’ve said all
along! Why did He have to go to Jerusalem? Why didn’t He stay
here? No one would have known about Him here — He could
have gone on peacefully with His carpentry — He could have set
up a workshop in our courtyard — ”

Lazarus was pale, and his eyes glowed with emotion. “That’s
a foolish way to talk, Martha,” he said. “He just had  to go to Jeru-
salem. He had to take a stand against those. . . those Pharisees and
tax-collectors, He had to tell them the truth to their faces — You
women don’t understand these things.”

“I understand,” Mary said, her quiet voice filled with rapture.
“And I can tell you this: I know what will happen. A miracle will
happen. He will point His finger, and the prison walls will open
— and everyone will recognize Him, fall on their knees before
Him, and cry, ‘A miracle’ — ”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Martha said tersely. “He’s never
shown the least concern for Himself. He won’t do a thing for
Himself, He won’t help Himself, although—” she added, her eyes
growing wide, “—although others could help Him. Maybe He’s
waiting for them to come to His aid — all those who’ve heard
Him speak — all those whom He’s helped — maybe He’s waiting
for them to gird themselves up for action and come running — ”

“That’s what I think,” declared Lazarus. “Never fear, girls, He
has all of Judea behind him. They’ll make good and sure that— in
fact, I’d like to see it for myself — Martha, pack my things for a
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trip. I’m going to Jerusalem.”
Mary stood up. “I’m going too. So I can see the walls of the

prison open wide and Him reveal Himself in all His heavenly glory
— Martha, it will be simply amazing!”

Martha wanted to say something, but she swallowed it. “Then
go, children,” she said. “Someone needs to look after things here
— feed the chickens and goats — I’ll pack your clothes right away
and bake you some flatbread for the journey. I’m so glad you’ll be
there!”

*   *   *

When she returned, her face red from the heat of the oven,
Lazarus was paler than usual and obviously distressed. “I don’t feel
well, Martha,” he muttered. “What’s the weather like outside?”

“Lovely and warm,” said Martha. “Just right for walking.”
“Warm here, maybe,” objected Lazarus, “but that cold wind

up in Jerusalem never stops blowing.”
“I’ve packed a warm cloak for you,” Martha pointed out.
“Warm cloak,” Lazarus grumbled morosely. “You sweat in a

cloak, then the cold blows right through you, and that’s all it
takes! Feel my forehead — don’t I have a temperature? I wouldn’t
want to fall ill on the journey, you know — there’s no relying on
Mary — and what use would I be to Him if I got sick?”

“You don’t have a temperature,” Martha consoled him, think-
ing: Good heavens, Lazarus has been so strange, ever since that
time— since that time when he was raised from the dead —

“It was a cold wind that got me that time, too, when — when
I was so sick,” Lazarus said uneasily; the fact is, he disliked talk-
ing about his former death. “You know, Martha dear, one way or
another I haven’t been any too well since then. It wouldn’t be very
good for me, this trip and all the excitement — But of course I’ll
go, just as soon as this shivering stops.”

“I know you’ll go,” Martha said with a heavy heart.
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“Someone must hurry to His aid; after all, He — healed you,” she
added hesitantly, for it struck her too as indelicate, somehow, to
speak of his raising from the dead. “Look, Lazarus, once you’ve
freed Him, you can at least ask Him to help you — if perhaps
you’re not feeling well —”

“That’s true,” sighed Lazarus. “But what if I don’t get that
far? What if we arrive too late? You have to consider all the
possibilities. And what if there turns out to be some sort of free-
for-all in Jerusalem? You don’t know those Roman soldiers, girl.
Oh, Lord, if only I were healthy!”

“Well, you are healthy, Lazarus,” Martha retorted. “You must
be healthy, since He healed you!”

“Healthy!” Lazarus said bitterly. “I’m the one to know if I’m
healthy or not. I’m only telling you that, ever since that time things
haven’t been easy for me, even for a minute — Not that I’m not
extremely grateful to Him for — getting me back on my feet; don’t
think that, Martha. But once someone goes through what I did,
that — that — ” Lazarus shuddered and covered his face. “Please,
Martha, leave me alone now. I need to pull myself together — I
only need a moment — it’s bound to pass — ”

Martha sat down quietly in the courtyard, staring straight
ahead with dry, fixed eyes. Her hands were clasped, but she didn’t
pray. The black hens drew near to peer at her, one eye cocked;
when, contrary to their expectations, she tossed no grain their way,
they left to drowse in the midday shade.

Lazarus crept quietly out from the passageway, deathly pale,
his teeth chattering. “I — I can’t, not now, Martha,” he stam-
mered. “I’d like so much to go — perhaps tomorrow — ”

There was a lump in Martha’s throat. “You’d better go lie
down, Lazarus,” she managed to say. “You — you can’t go.”

“I would go,” Lazarus faltered, “but if you think, Martha
dear — Tomorrow perhaps — But don’t leave me home by myself,
will you? What would I do here all alone?”

Martha got up. “Just go lie down,” she said in her



customarily gruff voice. “I’ll stay with you.”
At that moment Mary stepped out into the courtyard, dressed

for the journey. “Well, Lazarus, shall we leave?”
“Lazarus can’t go anywhere,” Martha answered drily. “He

isn’t well.”
“Then I’ll go alone,” sighed Mary. “To see the miracle.”
Tears trickled slowly from Lazarus’s eyes. “I’d like so much

to go with you, Martha — if only I weren’t so afraid . . . of dying
again!”

March 27, 1932
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The Five Loaves

. . . What have I got against him? I’ll tell you frankly, neighbor —
it’s not that I have anything against his teaching. Not at all. I
listened to him preach once, and believe me, I came close to
becoming one of his followers myself. Why, I went back home and
told my cousin the saddle-maker: you really ought to hear him; in
his own way, he’s a prophet. He speaks beautifully, no doubt
about it; it makes your heart turn right over. I’m telling you, I had
tears in my eyes; I’d have willingly closed up my shop then and
there and followed him so as to never let him out of my sight.
Give away all you have, he said, and follow me. Love your
neighbor, help the poor, forgive those who wrong you, things like
that. I’m just an ordinary baker, but when I listened to him there
was such a strange joy and pain within me, I don’t know how to
describe it: such a weight inside that I could have fallen to my
knees and wept, yet at the same time I felt so fine and light, as if
everything had fallen away from me, all my cares and anger. So I
said to my cousin, you dummy, you ought to be ashamed of
yourself; all you can talk about is money, who owes you what,
and how you have to pay all those tithes and markups and inter-
est; you ought to give everything you have to the poor, leave your
wife and children, and follow him — —

And as for his curing the sick and the possessed, I don’t hold
that against him, either. True, it’s a strange and unnatural power,
but still, everybody knows that our surgeons are self-serving
bunglers and those Roman ones aren’t any better; they’re good at
taking your money, but when you call them to tend the dying,
they just shrug their shoulders and say you should have called
them sooner. Sooner! My late wife was sick for two years with a



76

hemorrhage; I took her to one doctor after another, you can’t
imagine the money it cost, and not a one of them was any help to
her. If he’d been going from town to town then, I’d have fallen on
my knees before him and said: Lord, heal this woman! And she’d
have touched his robe and been healed. I can’t begin to tell you
how that poor thing suffered — So that’s what I praise him for,
curing the sick. The quacks are all crying out against it, you know;
they say it’s fraud and meddling and they want him stopped and
what not. But you’ve got all kinds of interests at work here.
Anyone who wants to help people and save the world is bound to
bump up against somebody else’s interests; you can’t please
everyone, it isn’t possible. I say, let him heal folks and maybe even
raise the dead, but he shouldn’t have done what he did with those
five loaves of bread. I’m telling you as a baker, that was a great
injustice to bakers.

You didn’t hear about that business with the five loaves of
bread? I’m surprised at that; all the bakers are absolutely beside
themselves over the affair. Well, they say a great multitude
followed him to a desert place, and he healed their sick. And when
it was evening, his disciples came to him, saying, “This is a desert
place, and the time is now past; send the multitude away, that they
may go into the villages, and buy themselves victuals.” But he said
unto them, “They need not depart; give them to eat.” And they
say unto him, “We have here but fives loaves, and two fishes.” He
said, “Bring them hither to me.” And he commanded the multitude
to sit down on the grass; and took the five loaves, and the two
fishes, and looking up to heaven, he blessed, and brake, and gave
the loaves to his disciples, and the disciples to the multitude. And
they did all eat, and were filled: and they took up of the fragments
that remained twelve baskets full. And they that had eaten were
about five thousand men, beside women and children.

 Admit it, neighbor, no baker’s going to stand for that; how
could he? If it gets to be standard practice for somebody or other
to feed five thousand people with five loaves and two fishes, then
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bakers would be put out to pasture, am I right? Forget about those
fishes; they grow all by themselves in the water and anyone who
wants to can catch them. But a baker has to buy flour and
firewood at high prices, he has to have an assistant and pay him
wages, he has to maintain a shop, he has to pay taxes and what
have you, and in the end he’s glad if he has a few pennies left
over to live on, just so he doesn’t have to go out begging. But he,
he just looks up to heaven and he’s got enough bread for five or
who knows how many thousand people. Flour costs him nothing,
he doesn’t have to have firewood hauled from God knows where,
no expenses, no work — well, of course he can give people bread
for free, can’t he? And he never even thinks about the fact that
he’s depriving local bakers of an honest, hard-earned profit! It’s
unfair competition, I tell you, and he’s got to be stopped. Let him
pay taxes like us if he wants to run a bakery! People are already
coming to us and saying, how come you’re asking such an
unchristian amount of money for one lousy little loaf? You should
give it away for free, like he does, and the good kind, like his
bread is said to be: so white, crunchy, and sweet-smelling you can
eat yourself to death on it. —— We’ve already had to knock down
prices as it is; on my honor, we’re offering baked goods at less
than cost just to keep from closing our shops. If things go on this
way, it’ll be the end of the bakery business. They say that at some
other place he fed four thousand men besides women and children
from seven loaves and a few small fishes, but they only took up
four baskets of fragments there; it may be that his business isn’t
going so well after all, but he’s ruining us bakers for good. And
I’m telling you right now, he’s only doing it out of hostility to us
bakers. Of course, the fishmongers are crying out against him, too,
but they charge outrageous prices for their fish, you know; it’s just
not as honest a trade as ours.

Look here, neighbor: I’ll be an old man before long and I’m
all alone in this world; I have neither wife nor child, so there’s not
a thing I need. I’ve already told my assistant that he’s stuck with



my bakery now. There’s no profit for me in staying here; in truth,
I’d rather give away my few measly possessions and follow him
and cultivate love for my neighbors and everything else he
preaches. But when I see the stand he’s taking against us bakers,
I tell myself: Oh, no you don’t! I can see, as a baker, that this is
no redemption of the world, but a ready-made disaster for our
trade. I’m sorry, but I can’t let him get away with it. It won’t do.

 Naturally, we filed a complaint against him with Annas and
with the governor for interfering with trade regulations and for
disturbing the peace, but you know how these officials take forever
to get anything done. You know me, neighbor: I’m a peaceable
man and I don’t go seeking quarrels with anyone. But if he comes
to Jerusalem, I’ll stand out in the streets and shout: Crucify him!
Crucify him!

March 28, 1937
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Benchanan

Annas

You ask, Benchanan, whether he’s guilty. It’s like this: I didn’t
condemn him to death, I merely sent him on to Caiaphas. Let
Caiaphas tell you what kind of offense he found him guilty of; I
personally have nothing to do with it.

I’m an old pragmatist, Benchanan, and I’ll speak to you quite
frankly. I think that some of the points in his teachings were
sound. The man was right about a lot of things, Benchanan, and
his intentions were honorable; but his tactics were wrong. That’s
why he could never have succeeded. He’d have done better to write
his teachings down and publish them in a book. Then people
would have read the book and said that it was weak or overstated,
that there was nothing new in it and things like that, the way
people always talk about books. But after a while, somebody or
other would have set out to write another book along the same
lines, and after that still others, and eventually some of his ideas,
at any rate, would have taken root. Not all of them, not all of his
teachings, but then no reasonable person would expect that. It’s
enough if he puts across at least one or two of his ideas. That’s
how it’s done, my dear Benchanan, and it’s the only way to go
about it if we want to reform the world. It has to be done
patiently, gently, in moderation. I say it’s a matter of using the
right tactics; what good is truth if we don’t know how to put it
across?

That, in a nutshell, was his mistake: that he didn’t have
patience. He wanted to save the world in a day, even against its
will. And that’s not how things work, Benchanan. He shouldn’t
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have gone about it in such a rash, straightforward way. Truth
must be smuggled in; it has to trickle down piecemeal, a drop here
and a drop there, so that people can get accustomed to it
gradually. You don’t suddenly say: give everything you have to the
poor, and that kind of talk. That’s bad strategy. And he should
have been more careful about what he was doing. For instance, the
way he took a harness strap to those money-changers in the temple
— well, they’re good Jews too, and they have to make a living
somehow! I know, money-changing tables don’t belong in a temple,
but they’ve been there since time began, so why make such a fuss
about it? He should have filed a complaint against them with the
Sanhedrin, that’s what. Probably the Sanhedrin would have ordered
the tables to be moved a little way from the temple, and
everything would have been fine. It all depends on how a thing is
done. A man who wants to accomplish something in this world
must never lose his head, must keep control of himself, must stay
even-tempered and composed at all times. And those mass meetings
— you know, Benchanan, no one in authority likes to see that. Or
the way he let himself be welcomed when he entered Jerusalem;
you can’t imagine the bad blood that caused. He should have
strode quickly through on foot, greeting people here, greeting
people there — that’s how you do it if you want to have influence.
I’ve even heard that he let himself be hosted by a Roman tax
collector, but I don’t believe it. He surely wouldn’t have done
something as ill-advised as that; it’s probably only malicious gossip.
And he shouldn’t have worked those miracles of his; there was
bound to be opposition to that. Look, you can’t cure everybody,
and those he didn’t perform miracles for were furious afterwards.
Or that business about the woman taken in adultery — evidently
that really did happen, Benchanan, and it was a terrible mistake.
To tell the people in court that not even they were without sin —
why, at that rate what kind of justice system could there be in this
world? I’m telling you, he made one mistake after another. He
should only have taught, not done anything; he shouldn’t have
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taken his own teachings so downright literally; he shouldn’t have
tried to put them into practice right away. He went at it badly, my
dear Benchanan. Just between the two of us, he may have been
right about a lot of things, but his tactics were all wrong. In short,
things couldn’t have turned out other than they did.

Don’t worry your head over it, Benchanan; everything’s in
order. He was a just man, but if he wanted to save the world he
shouldn’t have gone about it in such a radical way. You’re asking
me, then, was he rightfully condemned? That is your question! But
I’m telling you that, with tactics like those, he was bound to fail!

Caiaphas

Be seated, my dear Benchanan, I am completely at your service. So,
you wish to know whether, in my opinion, the man was rightfully
crucified. My dear sir, it is a very simple matter. In the first place,
it has nothing to do with us. We didn’t condemn him to death, we
merely turned him over to the Roman procurator, isn’t that so?
Why would we have taken that sort of responsibility upon
ourselves? If he was justly condemned, well and good; if an
injustice occurred, then it is the fault of the Romans, and some day
we may hold them to account on that score. That’s how it is, my
dear Benchanan; a matter such as this must be evaluated from a
political point of view. I, at least, as high priest, must consider
how it could be turned to our advantage politically. Just think
about it, my friend: the Romans have rid us of a person who —
how should I put it? — who to us, for obvious reasons, was
undesirable. And yet the responsibility falls upon them — —

What’s that? You ask what those reasons are? Benchanan,
Benchanan, it seems to me that the new generation isn’t as
conscious of patriotic considerations as it might be. Can’t you
understand how damaging it is for us when someone attacks such
recognized authorities of ours as the Scribes and Pharisees? If this



were to continue, what would the Romans think of us? It amounts
to an undermining of our national self-confidence! On the contrary:
it is for patriotic reasons that we must uphold our authorities’
status and prestige, to prevent our people from being subjected to
foreign influences! Anyone who diminishes the Hebrews’ faith in
the Pharisees is playing into the hands of the Romans. And so we
arranged for him to be disposed of by the Romans themselves:
that, as the saying goes, is politics, Benchanan. And now we have
muddleheaded people worrying about whether he was rightfully
executed or not! Keep in mind, young man, the interests of our
homeland take precedence over any law. No one knows better than
I that our Pharisees have their shortcomings; just between us,
they’re a lot of babbling rogues — but we simply cannot afford to
have anyone undermine their authority! I know that you were one
of his disciples, Benchanan; his teachings appealed to you
enormously, how we must love our neighbors and our enemies and
that sort of talk. But tell me yourself, how did this help us Jews?

And something else. He shouldn’t have said that he came to
save the world, that he was the Messiah and the son of God or
whatever. We all know that he came from Nazareth — what kind
of savior is that, I ask you? There are still people who remember
him as a carpenter’s boy — and this is the man who wanted to
redeem the world? That’s a bit too much! I’m a good Jew,
Benchanan, but no one can persuade me that any one of our
people could save the world. We would be badly overestimating
ourselves, young man. I wouldn’t argue if it had been a Roman or
an Egyptian, but an ordinary Jew from Galilee — that’s ludicrous!
Let him tell other people that he came to save the world, but not
us, Benchanan. Not us. Not us. 

June 3, 1934
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The Crucifixion

And Pilate sent for Nahum, a learned man well versed in history,
and said to him:

“Nahum, it troubles me greatly that your nation is determined
to crucify that man. A plague on all of you — it’s rank injustice.”

“If there were no injustice, there would be no history,” said
Nahum.

“I want nothing to do with this affair,” said Pilate. “Tell them
to reconsider.”

“It’s too late,” replied Nahum. “I must confess that I keep up
with events only through books, and so I did not go to the place
of execution, but only a moment ago my serving girl came running
back from there and reported that He has already been crucified
and is hanging between two men, one on the right and one on the
left.”

At this Pilate frowned and covered his face with his hands.
After a moment he said: “Then let us not speak of this. But tell
me, what offenses did they commit, the man on the right and the
man on the left?”

“This I cannot tell you,” replied Nahum. “Some say they were
criminals, and others that they were prophets of some sort. To the
exent that I can judge from the study of history, they were
probably involved in some kind of politics. But what baffles me is
why the people crucified both of them at the same time.”

“I don’t understand you,” said Pilate.
“It’s like this,” said Nahum. “Sometimes the people crucify a

man from the right and sometimes a man from the left; it’s been
that way throughout history. Each age has its martyrs. There are
times when someone who is fighting on behalf of his nation is
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imprisoned or crucified; and then it’s the turn of someone who
says he is fighting on behalf of the poor and the slaves. The two
alternate, and each has his own season.”

“Aha,” said Pilate. “So then, you crucify anyone who steps
forward and accomplishes something decent.”

“Very nearly,” said Nahum. “But there’s a catch in each
instance. Sometimes you might say that these people are acting
more out of hatred of others than out of the decency they
proclaim. People are always crucified for the sake of something
grand and beautiful. The man who is on the cross is sacrificing his
life for a great and worthy cause, but the man who drags him to
the cross and nails him there, that man, Pilate, is evil and savage
and loathsome to behold. Pilate, a nation is a great and beautiful
thing.”

“Our Roman nation, at any rate,” said Pilate.
“Our nation, too,” said Nahum. “But justice for the poor is

also a great and beautiful thing. Except that some people can
choke themselves to death with their hatred and rage against these
great and beautiful things; and the rest of them lean first to the
one side and then to the other, and always end up helping to
crucify the one whose turn it is. Either that, or they merely look
on and say: Serves him right, he should have been on our side.”

“Then why,” asked Pilate, “do they crucify the one in the
middle?”

“For this reason,” replied Nahum. “If the one on the left
prevails, he crucifies the one on the right, but first he crucifies the
one in the middle. If the one on the right prevails, he crucifies the
one on the left, but first — the one in the middle. Of course
there’s always the possibility of confusion, of fights breaking out;
then the one on the right and the one on the left together will
crucify the one in the middle because he didn’t decide which of the
two to oppose. If you went up on the roof of your house, you
would see the field of Haceldama: hatred on the left, hatred on the
right and, in between, the One who sought to improve things by



means of love and understanding, or so it’s said of Him. And in
addition you would see a great mass of people who only came to
watch while eating the lunches they’d brought for the occasion. But
the sky seems to be growing darker; now they’ll all be rushing
head over heels for home so their clothes won’t get soaked.”

And when it was the sixth hour, darkness fell over all the land
until the ninth hour. And about the ninth hour the One in the
center cried out in a great voice, saying: “Eli, Eli, lama
sabachthani?” And lo, the veil of the temple was rent in twain
from the top to the bottom, and the earth did quake and the rocks
split asunder.

April 17, 1927
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Pilate’s Evening

That evening Pilate dined with his adjutant, the young lieutenant
Suza, a native of Cyrenaica. Suza did not notice that the governor
was oddly silent; he chattered on blithely and excitedly about how,
for the first time in his life, he had experienced an earthquake.

“I must say it was great fun!” he exclaimed between
mouthfuls. “When suddenly it grew dark after lunch, I hurried
outside to see what was going on. Once I was out on the steps, it
seemed to me as if my legs were wobbling or going out from
under me or something, for no reason at all — well, it was too
funny for words. I swear, Your Excellency, never in my life would
it have occurred to me that this was actually an earthquake. And
when I made it to the corner, these civilians came running toward
me at full speed, their eyes popping out of their heads, yelling,
‘The graves are opening up and rocks are crashing down!’ My
God, I asked myself, could this be an earthquake? What a stroke
of luck! I mean, it’s a fairly rare phenomenon, isn’t it?”

Pilate nodded. “I was in an earthquake once,” he said. “It was
in Cilicia; let’s see, it would have been seventeen years ago —
something like that. That one was bigger.”

“But all in all, nothing much happened,” Suza remarked. “A
chunk of rock in the Hakeldam Gate fell down — oh, and a few
graves opened up at the cemetery. I’m surprised they bury people
in such shallow graves here, hardly an ell deep. It must stink in the
summer.”

 “Custom,” Pilate muttered. “In Persia, for instance, they
don’t bury people at all. They simply lay the corpses out in the
sun, and that’s that.”

“That ought to be forbidden, sir,” Suza declared. “For reasons
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of hygiene and the like.”
“Forbidden,” Pilate grumbled. “Once you start that, you have

to keep ordering and forbidding this or that from then on; that’s
bad politics, Suza. Don’t get mixed up in people’s affairs — then
at least you’ll have some peace and quiet. If they want to live like
wild animals, then let them. Ah, Suza, I’ve seen a great many
countries in this world.”

“But what I’d like to know,” said Suza, returning to his chief
topic of interest, “is what causes an earthquake like that. Maybe
there are these sorts of pockets underground that suddenly collapse
for no reason at all. But why did the sky turn so dark just then?
I can’t figure it out. After all, this morning looked just as clear as
usual — ”

“Begging your pardon,” broke in old Papadokitis, a Greek
from the Dodecanese who was serving their meal, “but it’s been
expected since yesterday, sir. There was this red sunset yesterday,
sir, and I said to the cook, ‘Myriam,’ I said, ‘there’ll be a
thunderstorm or a cyclone for sure tomorrow.’ ‘I know that,’ says
Myriam, ‘I’ve got a pain in the small of my back.’ Something was
bound to happen, sir. If you’ll kindly pardon me.”

“Something was bound to happen,” Pilate repeated
thoughtfully. “You know, Suza, I too had a feeling that something
was going to happen today. Ever since this morning, when I
handed that man from Nazareth over to them — I had to do it,
because it’s a basic principle of Roman policy not to meddle in
local affairs — remember that, Suza, the less people have to do
with Roman authority, the better they’ll put up with it — by Jove,
what was I talking about?”

“About the man from Nazareth,” Suza reminded him
helpfully. 

“The man from Nazareth. You see, Suza, I’ve taken somewhat
of an interest in him. As a matter of fact he’s from Bethlehem
originally — I really think the locals here were guilty of judicial
murder in his case, but that’s their business; if I hadn’t handed him



over to them, they’d undoubtedly have torn him limb from limb,
and the Roman authorities would have gotten the blame. No, wait
a minute, that’s not really the point. Annas told me that he was
considered a dangerous man; they say that when he was born, the
Bethlehem shepherds came and worshipped him as if he were a
king. And the other day, the people here welcomed him as if he
were some sort of conquering hero. It’s beyond me, Suza. Anyway,
I’d have thought— ”

“Thought what?” Suza prompted him after a few moments.
“That maybe the people from his hometown would have

come. That they wouldn’t have wanted to leave him in the clutches
of these schemers here. That they’d have come to me and said,
‘Sir, he’s one of us, and he means something to us, so we’re here
to tell you that we stand behind him and we’re not going to see
him wronged.’ — Suza, I was almost looking forward to those
mountain folk; I’m fed up with all the gossips and litigious cranks
around here — And I’d have said to them, ‘Thank God. I was
expecting you folks from Bethlehem. On his account — and also
on your own account and on account of the land you came from.
You can’t govern scruffy nobodies; you can only govern men, not
scandalmongers. People like you can be made into soldiers who
will stand fast; from people like you, nations and states can be
made. They tell me one of your countrymen knows how to
resurrect the dead. Tell me, what do you do with your dead? But
you people of Bethlehem are here and alive, and I can see that this
man knows how to resurrect the living, too, that he’s inspired in
you something like fidelity and honor and — we Romans call it
virtus; I don’t know what it’s called in your language, but it is in
you. I think the man could accomplish still more. It would be a
pity if his life were wasted.’”

Pilate fell silent and absent-mindedly brushed the crumbs from
the table. “Well, they didn’t come,” he grumbled. “Ah, Suza, what
a futile thing it is to govern!”  

March 27, 1932
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Pilate’s Creed

Jesus answered, To this end was I born, and for this cause I came
into the world, that I should bear witness unto the truth. Every
one that is of the truth heareth my voice.

Pilate saith unto him, What is truth? And when he had said
this, he went out again unto the Jews, and saith unto them, I find
in him no fault at all. 

John 18.37-38

Towards evening a certain man, Joseph of Arimathea by name,
much respected in the city and also a disciple of Christ, came to
Pilate and asked that the body of Jesus be delivered to him. Pilate
consented and said, “He was executed wrongfully.”

“You yourself delivered him to his death,” protested Joseph.
“Yes, I delivered him,” replied Pilate, “and of course people

think I did it for fear of those loudmouths shouting for their
Barabbas. If I’d set five soldiers on them, it would have shut them
up. But that’s not the point, Joseph of Arimathea.

“Not the point,” he continued after a pause. “When I was
talking with him, I realized that before too long his disciples would
crucify others: in the name of his name, in the name of his truth,
they would crucify and martyr all the others, kill other truths and
hoist other Barabbases on their shoulders. The man spoke of truth.
What is truth?

“You are a strange people and you talk a great deal. You
have all sorts of pharisees, prophets, saviors and other sectarians.
Each of you makes his own truth and forbids all other truths. As
if a carpenter who makes a new chair were to forbid people sitting
on any other chair that someone else had made before him. As if
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the making of a new chair canceled out all the old chairs. It’s
entirely possible that the new chair is better, more beautiful, and
more comfortable than the others, but why in heaven’s name
shouldn’t a tired man be able to sit on whatever wretched, worm-
eaten, or rock-hard chair he likes? He’s tired and worn, he badly
needs a rest, and here you drag him forcibly out of the seat into
which he’s dropped and make him move over to yours. I don’t
understand you, Joseph.”

“Truth,” objected Joseph of Arimathea, “is not like a chair or
a moment of repose; rather, it is like a command which says: Go
here and there, do this and that; destroy the enemy, conquer the
city, punish treachery and so on. Whoever disobeys such a
command is a traitor and an enemy. So it is with truth.”

“Ah, Joseph,” said Pilate, “you know very well that I am a
soldier and have lived the greater part of my life among soldiers.
I have always obeyed orders, but not because of their truth. The
truth was that I was tired or thirsty, that I was homesick for my
mother or longed for glory, that this soldier was thinking about his
wife and the other about his fields or team of oxen. The truth was
that if there had been no command, none of these soldiers would
have gone on to kill other people as tired and unhappy as them-
selves. Then what is truth? I believe that we hold at least a little
of the truth if we think of the soldiers and not of the command.”

“Truth is not the command of a general,” replied Joseph of
Arimathea, “but the command of reason. You see that this pillar
is white; if I were to insist that it is black, that would run counter
to your reason and you would not allow me to say it.”

“Why not?” asked Pilate. “I would respond that perhaps you
were terribly depressed and unhappy if a white pillar looked black
to you; I would try to distract you; in fact, I would take more
interest in you than before. And even if it were only a mistake, I
would tell myself that there is as much of your soul in your
mistake as there is in your truth.”

“It is not my truth,” said Joseph of Arimathea. “There is only
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one truth for all.”
“And which is that?”
“The one in which I believe.”
“There you have it,” Pilate said slowly. “It is only your truth

after all. You people are like little children who believe that the
whole world ends at their horizon and that nothing lies beyond it.
The world is a large place, Joseph, and there is room in it for
many things. I think that there is actually room for many truths.
Look, I’m a foreigner in these parts, and my home is far beyond
the horizon, yet I wouldn’t say that this country is wrong. Equally
foreign to me are the teachings of this Jesus of yours; does it
follow, then, that I should insist they are wrong? I think, Joseph,
that all countries are right, but that the world has to be terribly
wide for them all to fit in next to each other. If Arabia had to
stand on the same spot as Pontus, of course that wouldn’t be right.
And so it is with truths. The world would have to be immensely
vast, spacious, and free for each and every actual truth to fit into
it. And I think it is, Joseph. When you climb to the top of a high
mountain, you see that things somehow blend together and level
out into a single plain. Even truths blend together from a certain
height. Of course, man does not and cannot live on a mountain-
top; it’s enough for him if he sees his home or his field close by,
both of them filled with truths and such things. There is his true
place and sphere of action. But now and then he can look at a
mountain or the sky and say to himself that from there his truths
and such things still exist and nothing has been stolen from him;
rather, they have blended together with something far more free
and unbounded that is no longer his property alone. To hold fast
to this wider view while tilling his own small field — that, Joseph,
is something almost like devotion. And I think that this man’s
heavenly Father truly exists somewhere and that he gets on very
well with Apollo and the other gods. To some extent they are
merged with each other, and to some extent they exist side by side.
Look, there’s no end of room in heaven. I’m glad the heavenly



Father is there, too.”
“You are neither hot nor cold,” said Joseph of Arimathea,

rising. “You are merely lukewarm.”
“I am not,” replied Pilate. “I believe. I believe passionately

that truth exists and that we recognize it. It would be madness to
think that truth is there only for us not to recognize it. We
recognize it, yes, but which of us? I, or you, or perhaps all of us?
I believe that each of us has his share of it, both he who says yes
and he who says no. If those two joined together and understood
each other, the whole of truth would be known. Of course, yes
and no can’t join together, but people always can; there is more
truth in people than in words. I have more understanding of
people than of their truths, but there is faith even in that, Joseph
of Arimathea, and it is necessary to sustain this faith with ardor
and exaltation. I believe. Absolutely and unquestionably, I believe.
But what is truth?”

December 1920
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The Emperor Diocletian

This story would surely be more engaging if its heroine were
Diocletian’s daughter or some other youthful, maidenly creature,
but alas, for reasons of historical accuracy, it is Diocletian’s sister,
a stately, respectable matron. In the emperor’s opinion, she was
hysterical and highstrung, and the old tyrant was, to a certain
extent, afraid of her. Consequently, when she was announced, he
cut short an audience with the governor of Cyrenaica (to whom he
made plain, in strong words, his displeasure) and went all the way
over to the door to meet her.

“Well, what is it, Antonia?” he boomed jovially. “What would
you like? Do you have some more fire victims? Or am I to do
something about cruelty to animals in the Roman circus? Or do
you want to introduce moral education in the Legions? Out with
it, quickly, and do sit down.”

But Antonia remained standing. “Diocletian,” she began,
almost ceremoniously, “there is something I must say to you.”

“Aha,” the emperor said with resignation, and he scratched
the back of his neck. “But, by Jupiter, I’ve got so much to do
today! Couldn’t it wait until some other time?”

“Diocletian,” his sister continued stubbornly, “I’ve come to tell
you that you must stop this persecution of the Christians.”

“I beg your pardon,” muttered the old emperor, “but why now,
all of a sudden, after something like three hundred years — ” He
looked carefully at the agitated matron; she seemed rather pathetic
with her rigid eyes and her stiffly clasped hands, which were
contorted with gout. “Oh, all right,” he said hurriedly, “we can
have a talk about it, but first be a good girl and sit down.”

Antonia reluctantly obeyed and sat down on the edge of a
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chair; in so doing, she lost some of her militant demeanor, seeming
somewhat confused and diminished in size. The corners of her
mouth softened and tears came to her eyes. “These people are so
holy, Diocletian,” she burst out, “and they have such a beautiful
faith — — I know that if you truly knew them — — Diocletian, you
must get to know them! You’d see . . . you’d have an entirely
different opinion of them — ”

“But I don’t have a bad opinion of them at all,” Diocletian
protested mildly. “I know very well that what’s said about them
is gossip and slander. The augurs invent all those tales about them
— you know, professional jealousy and that sort of thing. I’ve had
inquiries made, and I hear that these Christians are otherwise quite
decent people. Very well behaved and self-sacrificing.”

“Then why do you persecute them so?”
Diocletian raised his eyebrows slightly. “Why? Please, what a

question! It’s always been done, hasn’t it? And yet there’s no
indication that there are any fewer of them. All this talk about
persecution is terribly exaggerated. Of course, now and then we
have to punish some of them as an example — ”

 “Why?” Antonia repeated.
“For political reasons,” replied the old emperor. “Look, my

dear, I could cite you a whole range of arguments in favor. For
instance, it’s what the people want. Pro primo, it diverts their
attention from other things. Pro secundo, it gives them the secure
sense that they’re ruled by a strong hand. And pro tertio, it’s more
or less a national custom here. Let me tell you, no sensible,
responsible statesman tampers with matters of custom unless it’s
absolutely necessary. It only stirs up feelings of uncertainty and —
hm — disruptiveness of one kind or another. My dear girl, I’ve
already introduced more innovations during my rule than anyone
before me. But they were necessary. If something is not necessary,
I will not do it.”

“But justice, Diocletian,” Antonia said softly, “justice is
necessary. All I ask of you is justice.”
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Diocletian shrugged his shoulders. “The persecution of
Christians is just, because it is in accordance with the law. I know
what you’re going to say: that I could abolish the law. I could, but
I’m not going to. My dear Toni, remember, minima non curat
praetor; I can’t concern myself with such trifles. Kindly keep in
mind that I bear the entire administration of the empire on my
shoulders, and I have overhauled it from the ground up, my girl.
I’ve reframed the constitution, I’ve reformed the Senate, centralized
governance, reorganized the entire bureaucracy, divided the pro-
vinces along new lines, revised their administrative codes — all
these are things which had to be done, in the interest of the state.
You’re a woman and you don’t understand this, but the gravest,
most critical tasks of a statesman are administrative. Tell me: what
do these Christians matter compared with — with — well,
compared with the establishment of imperial financial controls? It’s
nonsense.”

“But Diocletian,” sighed Antonia, “you could so easily
arrange—”

“I could. And then again I couldn’t,” the emperor said
decisively. “I have restructured the entire empire — and the people
have hardly noticed it. Because I have left them their customs.
When I give them a few Christians, they have the impression that
everything is just like it’s always been and they don’t cause any
trouble. Dear heart, a statesman must know exactly how far he
dares go with his reforms. That’s how it is.”

“Then it’s only,” Antonia said bitterly, “it’s only so you won’t
have any trouble from the local layabouts and rabble-rousers — ”

Diocletian grimaced. “If you like, yes. But I can tell you this,
I’ve read books by these Christians of yours and I’ve given them
some thought.”

“And what have you found in them that was bad?” Antonia
demanded fiercely.

“Bad?” the emperor replied thoughtfully. “On the contrary,
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they make some very good points. Love and things like that —
contempt for worldly vanity, for instance — altogether quite
beautiful ideals, and if I weren’t emperor— As a matter of fact,
Toni, some things in their teachings appeal to me very much indeed;
if only I had more time — and could think about my soul — ” The
old emperor banged his hands on the table in irritation. “But it’s
absurd. Politically, it’s absolutely impossible. It could never become
a reality. However would you go about creating a Kingdom of
God? How would it be administered? By love? By the word of
God? I understand something about people, don’t I? Politically, the
Christian doctrine is so immature and impracticable that — that —
that it’s downright criminal.”

“But the Christians don’t have anything to do with politics,”
Antonia maintained passionately. “There’s not even a single word
about politics in their holy books!”

“For a practical statesman,” replied Diocletian, “everything is
politics. Everything has political significance. Every idea must be
appraised politically to see how it might be carried out, what
might be accomplished with it, where it might lead. Day and night,
night and day, I’ve racked my brains to figure out how the
Christian doctrine could be implemented politically, and I see that
it’s impossible. I tell you, a Christian state couldn’t hold its own
for a month. Now you tell me: could you organize an army in
accordance with Christian beliefs? Could you collect taxes in
accordance with Christian beliefs? Could there be any slaves in a
Christian society? I know what I’m talking about, Toni: it wouldn’t
be possible to govern for a year, not even for a month, on
Christian principles. That’s why Christianity will never take root
here. It can be the faith of working people and slaves, but never,
never can it be the state religion. That’s out of the question. You
see, those ideas of theirs about private property, about one’s
neighbors, about the renunciation of violence and all the rest of it:
they’re beautiful, but in practical terms they’re impossible. In real
life, Toni, they won’t work. So tell me, what use are they?”



“They may be impossible,” whispered Antonia, “but that still
doesn’t make them criminal.”

“Criminal,” said the emperor, “is whatever harms the state.
And Christianity would undermine the sovereign power of the
state. That won’t do. The supreme power, dear heart, must be in
this world, not the next. If I say that a Christian state is not
possible in principle, it follows as a logical conclusion that the
state cannot tolerate Christianity. A responsible statesman must
take a sober stand against unsound and unrealizable dreams. In
any case, they’re merely the illusions of madmen and slaves — ”
Antonia rose to her feet, breathing heavily. “Diocletian, I must tell
you: I have become a Christian.”

“No, have you really?” the emperor remarked, mildly
astonished. “Well, why not? I still say there’s something to it, and
provided it remains your own personal affair — — You mustn’t
think, Toni, that I have no sympathy for such things. I myself
would like to be a kindly soul once again; I would love it, Toni,
if I could cast aside my imperial office and politics and everything,
and hang it all up on a hook — — that is, once I’ve finished the
reform of the imperial government and that sort of rubbish. And
then, then I’d go off somewhere in the countryside — — and study
Plato — Christ — Marcus Aurelius — and that Paul of theirs, or
whatever his name is — But you must excuse me now, I have
some political business to attend to.”

May 15, 1932
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Attila

Early that morning a messenger brought news from the forest’s
edge that a great billow of flame had blazed all night to the
southeast. Once again a bone-chilling drizzle was falling; the
sodden firewood refused to ignite; three of those hiding out in the
ravine had died of a bloody flux. Because there was nothing left
to eat, two men set off towards the herdsmen on the other side of
the forest. Late that afternoon they returned, soaking wet and
utterly exhausted; they managed only to report that things were
bad: the sheep were dying of convulsions and the cows were
bloated. The herdsmen had fallen upon the men with cudgels and
knives when one of them wanted to bring back his own heifer,
which he had placed in their care before fleeing into the forest.

“Let us pray,” said the parish priest, who was suffering from
dysentery. “The Lord is merciful.”

“Kriste eleison,” the dispirited people began mumbling in
response. At that moment a screeching quarrel broke out among
the women over a tattered scrap of woolen cloth.

“What’s the matter now, you damned old hags,” roared the
mayor, and he strode off to lash the women with his whip. The
tension from their embarrassing sense of impotence thus relieved,
the men began to feel like men again.

“Those flatlanders won’t get this far,” declared a shaggy-
bearded man. “They’ll never make it into these narrow ravines,
with all this tangled scrub — People say their horses are small and
scrawny as goats.”

“What I say is,” argued a short, irritable man, “we should’ve
stayed in town. Given what we paid for those fortifications. . . For
that kind of money those walls should be pretty goddamn strong,
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am I right?”
“Shows what you know,” jeered the town clerk, coughing

heavily. “For that kind of money they could have made those walls
out of cake. Go bite off a piece for yourself — plenty of people
got fat off that scheme, friend; maybe there’s something left for
you.”

The mayor gave a cautionary snort; clearly this kind of talk
was not to his liking.

“What I say is,” the short, irritable fellow persisted, “men on
horses against fortifications like that . . . Keep them from getting
into the town, and that’s all there is to it. We’d be home high and
dry.”

“Then go back to town and crawl into bed,” the shaggy-
bearded man advised him.

“What could I do if I’m the only one there?” protested the
irritable man. “I’m only saying we should have stayed in town and
defended ourselves . . . I have a right to say we made a mistake,
don’t I? Those walls cost us a bundle, and now we hear they’re
worthless! I ask you!”

“Be that as it may,” said the priest, “we must trust in God’s
help. After all, people, this Attila is a mere heathen — ”

“The scourge of God,” rose the voice of a monk who was
shaking with ague. “The chastisement of God.”

The men fell silent in resentment; this feverish monk would
only go on preaching at them, and he didn’t even belong to their
parish. What do we have our own parish priest for? thought the
men. He’s one of us, he puts up with us and doesn’t scold us too
much for our sins. As if we sinned that much, the men thought
dejectedly.

The rain stopped momentarily, but heavy drops continued to
stream from the treetops. Lord, Lord, Lord, moaned the priest,
plagued by his sickness.

Towards evening the sentries dragged in a wretched youth,
who said he was a refugee from enemy-occupied territory to the
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east.
The mayor puffed out his chest and began to interrogate the

refugee; he was obviously of the opinion that an official matter of
this sort must be handled with the utmost severity. Yes, said the
youth, the Huns are already something like eleven miles from here
and slowly advancing. They’d occupied his town, he’d seen them,
no, not Attila — he’d seen some other general, though, a fat one.
Had they burned the town? No, they hadn’t burned it; this fat
general, he’d issued a proclamation that nothing would happen to
the civilian inhabitants, but that the town was to provide food,
fodder and things like that. And that the inhabitants mustn’t make
any hostile moves against the Huns, otherwise they’d be subject to
the severest of reprisals.

“But those heathens slaughter even the women and children,”
the shaggy-bearded man insisted in no uncertain tones.

No, they didn’t, or anyway not that he’d heard of, said the
youth. Not in his town. He himself had hidden under the straw,
but when his mother told him that the Huns — or so people said
— were going to carry off the young men to tend their flocks and
herds, he ran away that night. This, apparently, was all he knew.

The men were not satisfied. “But everybody knows they cut
off the hands of babies,” declared one of them, “and what they do
to women is too horrible to talk about.”

“I don’t know about anything like that,” said the youth,
almost as if he were apologizing. At least it wasn’t that bad in his
town. And how many of these Huns were there? People said
maybe two hundred, there wouldn’t be any more than that.

“You’re lying!” shouted the shaggy-bearded man. “Why,
everybody knows there’s more than five hundred thousand of them.
And wherever they go, they massacre everybody and burn
everything down.”

“They lock people up in barns and burn them alive,” said one
of the others.

 “And they toss infants on the ends of their spears,” a third
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man called out angrily.
“And roast them over a fire,” added a forth, snuffling through

a bad cold. “Accursed heathens!”
“Lord, Lord,” groaned the priest. “Lord have mercy on us!”
“You’re an odd one,” the shaggy-bearded man said to the

youth. “You seem pretty suspicious to me. How can you say
you’ve seen the Huns when you were hiding in the straw?”

“Mother saw them,” stammered the youth, “and she brought
me food up in the hayloft — ”

“You’re lying!” bellowed the shaggy-bearded man. “We know
all about the Huns: everywhere they go, they eat up everything in
sight, just like locusts. There’s not a leaf left on a tree once they’ve
come through, you understand?”

“God in heaven, God in heaven,” the irritable townsman
began wailing uncontrollably. “Why, why is this happening? Whose
fault is it? Who sent them here? After paying all that money for
troops . . . God in heaven!”

“Who sent them here?” the town clerk echoed derisively.
“Don’t you know that? Ask His Majesty the Byzantine Emperor
who got those yellow monkeys to come here! Everybody knows by
now who’s paying these tribes to move from land to land! It’s
called high-level politics, see?”

The mayor gave a pompous snort. “Nonsense. It’s something
different altogether. Like as not, those Huns were dropping dead
from hunger back home . . . lazy trash . . . don’t know how to
work . . . no civilization at all . . . and what they mean to do is
gorge themselves like pigs. That’s why they came here . . . so they
can grab . . . well, the fruits of our labor. Just steal, split the
plunder . . . and then move on, the worthless scum!”

“They are illiterate heathens,” said the priest. “A savage and
unenlightened people. The Lord is merely testing us; let us pray
and give thanks, and all will be well again.”

“The scourge of God,” the feverish monk began to preach
excitedly. “God is punishing you for your sins, God is leading the
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Huns, and He’ll wipe you from the face of the earth like the
Sodomites. For your fornication and blasphemy, for the hardness
and ungodliness of your hearts, for your greed and gluttony, for
your sinful wealth and your worship of Mammon, God has cast
you off and delivered you into the hands of your enemies!”

The mayor’s voice rattled as he threatened: “Watch your
mouth, Domine; you’re not in church now, understand? They’ve
come to stuff their gullets. They’re nothing but starving, draggletail
vermin . . . ”

“It’s politics,” insisted the town clerk. “Byzantium has its
fingers in this.”

At which a man whose skin was stained black, a pewterer by
trade, burst out passionately: “No, not Byzantium! It’s the tinkers
who did this, and nobody else! Three years ago this roving tinker
came to town, and he had a small, scrawny horse, just like the
Huns.”

“And what of it?” asked the mayor.
“Why, it stands to reason,” cried the black-smudged man.

“Tinkers come through beforehand so they can look everything
over in advance . . . they’re spies . . . only tinkers plot like that!
Who knows where they come from? And what they really want?
What . . . what was the point, when there was already a pewterer
living right in town? Just to spoil things for our trade . . . and
spy. They never once went to church . . . they practiced
witchcraft . . . put the evil eye on our sheep and cattle . . .
dragged whores along behind them . . . Oh, it’s the tinkers, all
right!”

“There’s something to that,” observed the shaggy-bearded
man. “Tinkers are odd; people say they even eat raw meat.”

“They’re a bunch of thieves,” affirmed the mayor. “They steal
chickens and everything else.”

The pewterer was choking with righteous anger. “There, you
see? Everyone says it’s Attila, when it’s really the tinkers . . . It’s
those damned tinkers who are behind it, behind all of it! They cast



spells on our animals . . . they brought this dysentery on us . . .
Oh, it’s the tinkers, all right! You ought to string them up
wherever they show their faces! Why, don’t you know . . . don’t
you know about the cauldrons of Hell? And haven’t you heard
that those Huns bang on kettles when they’re on the march? A
child could see the connection! It’s the tinkers who brought the
war on us . . . they’re to blame for everything . . . And you,” he
screamed, foam on his lips, pointing at the foreign youth, “you’re
a tinker, too, you’re a spy for the tinkers! That’s why you came
. . . and you’re trying to trick us, you want to betray us to the
tinkers . . . ”

“Hang him!” shrieked the small, irritable man.
“Wait, neighbors,” the mayor thundered over the tumult.

“This needs further investigation . . . Silence!”
“What are you waiting for?” someone yelled.
Even the women began to press forward.

*   *   *

That night a fiery glow flooded the sky to the northwest. From
time to time a light rain fell. Five people from the ravine died of
dysentery and coughing.

After extended torture, the youth was hanged.

June 26, 1932
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Iconoclasm

A certain Prokopios, well known as a learned connoisseur and
enthusiastic collector of Byzantine art, had come to see Nikeforos,
Superior of the Monastery of St. Simeon. Prokopios was noticably
agitated as, while waiting, he paced back and forth around the
cloister. Fine columns they have here, he mused distractedly,
obviously fifth century. Nikeforos is the only man who can help
us. He has influence at court and was once a painter himself. And
the old man wasn’t a bad painter, either. I remember he used to
create embroidery designs for the Empress and paint icons for her
— That’s why they made him abbot when his hands became so
twisted with gout he could no longer hold a brush. And they say
his word still carries great weight at court. Christ Jesus, that’s a
beautiful capital! Yes, Nikeforos will help us. It’s fortunate that we
thought of him!

“Welcome, Prokopios,” came a soft voice from behind him.
Prokopios turned quickly. A small, elderly man, wrinkled and

affable, stood before him, his hands inside his sleeves. “A fine
capital, is it not?” he said. “Ancient work from Naxos, sir.”

Prokopios kissed the abbot’s sleeve. “I have come to you,
Father,” he began nervously, but the abbot interrupted him. “Come
sit in the warmth of the sunshine, dear son. It’s good for my gout.
What a day, dear God, what light! Now then, what brings you to
me?” he asked when they were seated on a stone bench in the
center of the monastery garden, surrounded by the hum of bees
and the scent of sage, thyme, and mint.

“Father,” Prokopios promptly blurted out, “I have come to
you as the one man who can avert a grievous and irreparable
cultural disaster. I know that in you, Father, I shall meet with
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understanding. You are an artist, Father. What a painter you once
were, until the time you were called to bear upon your shoulders
the noble burden of your spiritual office! God forgive me, but I
sometimes regret that you no longer bend over the wooden panels
which your magic once turned into some of the most beautiful of
Byzantine icons.” 

Instead of replying, Father Nikeforos turned back the long
sleeves of his robe and held out to the sun his pitiful, knotted
hands, twisted with gout like the claws of a parrot. “Oh, no,” he
said simply. “What are you saying, dear son!”

“But it’s true, Nikeforos,” said Prokopios. (Holy Mother of
God, what dreadful hands!) “These days your icons are valued
beyond measure. Only a short time ago a Jew asked two thousand
drachmas for one of your paintings, and when he didn’t get his
price he said that he would wait, that in ten years it would bring
three times as much.”

Father Nikeforos coughed modestly and flushed with immense
pleasure. “Surely you must be mistaken,” he murmured. “Please,
why would anyone talk about my trifling pictures? There’s no
need, dear son; you have so many popular masters, men such as
Argyropulos, Malvasias, Papadianos, Megalokastros and any
number of others. For instance that man, I can’t think of his name,
who does those mosaics — ”

“Do you mean Papanastasias?” asked Prokopios.
“Yes, yes,” grumped Nikeforos. “They say his work is highly

appraised. Well, I don’t know, but I would consider mosaics more
stonemasonry than real art. They say that man of yours — now,
what was his name — ?”

“Papanastasias?”
“Yes, Papanastasias. They say he’s a Cretan. In my day,

people took a different view of the Cretan school. Faulty, they
said, unsound. The lines are too hard, and those colors! So you
say this Cretan is highly appraised? Hm, extraordinary.”

“I said nothing of the sort,” objected Prokopios. “But have
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you seen his latest mosaics?”
 Father Nikeforos shook his head decisively. “No, no, dear

son. Why would I want to look at them? Lines stiff as wires, and
that garish gold! Did you notice that in his latest mosaic the
Archangel Gabriel is standing at such a slant he looks like he’s
falling over? Why, your Cretan can’t even draw a figure so it
stands up properly!”

“It may be,” Prokopios offered hesitantly, “that he did it
intentionally, for reasons of composition — ”

“Rubbish!” the abbot sputtered, and his face swelled with
anger. “For reasons of composition! So one can draw badly for
reasons of composition, is that it? And the Emperor himself goes
and looks at it and says, ‘interesting, very interesting’!” Father
Nikeforos regained control of his temper. “Drawing, sir, first and
foremost, drawing: the whole of art is in drawing.”

“The words of a master,” Prokopios responded at once in a
flattering tone. “I have your Ascension in my collection, and I can
tell you, Father, I’d never give it up, even for a Nikaon.”

“Nikaon was a good painter,” Nikeforos said firmly. “The
classical school, sir. Dear Lord, those beautiful proportions! But my
Ascension is a weak effort, Prokopios. Those motionless figures
and the Christ with wings like a stork — Christ, sir, must float in
the air without wings! That is art!” Father Nikeforos, overcome
with emotion, wiped his nose on his sleeve. “It can’t be helped; in
those days I still didn’t know how to draw. There was no depth,
no movement — ”

Prokopios stared in astonishment at the abbot’s twisted hands.
“Father, do you still paint?”

Father Nikeforos shook his head. “No. Oh, no. I try
something now and then, but merely for my own pleasure.”

“Figures?” Prokopios burst out.
“Figures. My son, nothing is more beautiful than the human

form. Standing figures which look as if they were about to step
forward. And a background behind them into which you’d vow
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they could step back. It is difficult, dear son. What does he know
about that, your — what’s his name? — your stonemason from
Crete, with his distorted mannikins!”

“I would like to see your new paintings, Nikeforos,” said
Prokopios.

Father Nikeforos waved his hand. “Why? You have your
Papanastasias! A magnificent artist, you say. He and his ‘reasons
of composition’! Well, if his mosaic mannikins are some sort of
art, then I don’t know what art is. You, of course, are a connois-
seur, Prokopios; you may be right that Papanastasias is a genius.”

“I didn’t say that,” Prokopios protested. “Nikeforos, I didn’t
come here to argue with you about art but to save it before it is
too late.”

“From Papanastasias?” Nikeforos asked eagerly.
“No, from the Emperor. Surely you know about it. His

Majesty the Emperor Constantine Copronymos, under pressure
from certain ecclesiastical circles, intends to forbid the painting of
icons. Supposedly it’s idolatry or something. Such nonsense,
Nikeforos!”

The abbot veiled his eyes beneath their withered lids. “I heard
about it, Prokopios,” he muttered. “But it isn’t certain yet. No, it
has not yet been decided.”

“That’s exactly why I’ve come to you, Father,” Prokopios said
urgently. “Everyone knows it’s a purely political issue for the
Emperor. He doesn’t give a damn about idolatry; what he wants
is peace. And when mobs led by filthy fanatics run through the
streets bawling ‘Down with idols,’ our illustrious monarch naturally
thinks the easiest thing to do is to accommodate those hairy
bastards. Do you know they’ve smeared the frescoes in the Chapel
of Most Sacred Love?”

“I heard about it,” the abbot sighed, his eyes still closed.
“What a sin, dear Mother of God! Such exquisite frescoes, from
the hand of Stefanides himself! Do you recall the figure of Saint
Sofia, to the left of Christ giving his blessing? Prokopios, that was
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the most beautiful standing figure I have ever seen. Stefanides, sir,
was a master, say what you will!”

Prokopios, leaning closer to the abbot, spoke with great
intensity. “Nikeforos, it is written in the Laws of Moses: Thou
shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any
thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or
that is in the water under the earth. Nikeforos, are they right,
those who preach that it is forbidden by God to create paintings
and sculpture?”

Father Nikeforos shook his head without opening his eyes.
“Prokopios,” he sighed after a time, “art is as holy as the divine
service, for . . . it glorifies the works of God . . . and teaches us
to love them.” He made the sign of the cross in the air with his
pitiful hand. “Was not the Creator Himself an artist? Did He not
mold the form of man from the clay of the earth? Did He not
endow all things with line and color? And what an artist,
Prokopios! Never, never can we learn enough from Him —
Besides, that law applied only to those barbarous times when
people could not yet draw properly.”

Prokopios breathed a deep sigh of relief. “I knew you would
say something like that, Father,” he said respectfully. “As a priest
— and as an artist. Nikeforos, surely you will not allow works of
art to be destroyed!”

The abbot opened his eyes. “I? What can I do, Prokopios?
This is an evil age; the civilized world is reverting to barbarism,
people are coming from Crete and God knows where else — It is
terrible, dear son; but how can we avert it?”

“Nikeforos, if you would speak with the Emperor — ”
“No, no,” said Father Nikeforos. “I cannot speak about this

with the Emperor. He has no feeling at all for art, Prokopios. I
heard that recently he praised the mosaics done by your — what
did you say his name was?”

“Papanastasias, Father.”
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“Yes. The one who does those lopsided mannikins. The
Emperor has no conception of what art is. And in my opinion
Malvasias is an equally bad artist. The Ravenna school, needless
to say. And do you know, they commissioned him to do the
mosaics in the court chapel in spite of it! No, there’s nothing one
can do at court, Prokopios. I certainly cannot go there and beg
them to allow a man like Argyropolos or that other one, that
Cretan — Papanastasias, is it? — to further defile walls!”

“That’s not the issue, Father,” Prokopios said patiently. “But
consider this: if the iconoclasts prevail, all art will be destroyed.
Even your icons will be burned, Nikeforos!”

The abbot waved his hand. “They were all weak, Propokios,”
he murmured. “I didn’t know how to draw then. The drawing of
figures, sir, is not something one learns overnight.”

With a trembling finger Prokopios pointed to an antique statue
of the young Bacchus, half hidden by a briar rose in blossom.
“That statue will be smashed as well,” he said.

“What a sin, what a sin,” Nikeforos whispered, narrowing his
eyes in pain. “We called that statue Saint John the Baptist, but it
is a real and perfect Bacchus. I sit here and gaze at it for hours on
end. It is like a prayer, Prokopios.”

“So you see, Nikeforos. And is that divine perfection to be
destroyed for all time? Is some verminous, bawling fanatic to
shatter it to bits with a hammer?”

The abbot sat in silence, his hands folded.
“You can save art itself, Nikeforos,” Prokopios implored

fervently. “Your holy life and your wisdom have won you immense
respect in the Church; the court esteems you highly; you will be
appointed a member of the Great Synod that is to decide whether
all statues and paintings are but instruments of idolatry. Father, the
fate of all art is in your hands!”

“You overestimate my influence, Prokopios,” the abbot sighed.
“The fanatics are strong, and they have the mob behind them — ”
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Nikeforos fell silent. “You say that they would destroy all
paintings and statues?”

“Yes.”
“And would they destroy mosaics, too?”
“Yes. They would tear them from the ceilings and scatter the

pieces on trash heaps.”
“You don’t say,” Nikeforos remarked, his interest piqued. “So

they would also tear down the one with that lopsided Archangel
Gabriel, the one done by your man — um — ”

“Probably.”
“Good,” snickered the abbot. “It’s appallingly bad art, sir. I’ve

never seen such impossible figures. And to say it’s for reasons of
composition! Let me tell you, Prokopios, bad drawing is a sin, it’s
blasphemy, it’s an offense against the Lord. And people are
expected to kneel down before it? No, no! In truth, sir, real
idolatry is bowing to bad art. I’m not surprised that the people
have risen against it in anger. They are quite right. The Cretan
school is heresy; and this man Papanastasias is a worse heretic
than any Arian. So you’re saying,” he concluded cheerfully, “that
they’ll tear down those garish little mud tiles? You bring me good
news, dear son. I’m glad that you came.” Nikeforos rose to his
feet with difficulty, signaling that the audience was at an end.
“Beautiful weather we’re having, isn’t it?”

Prokopios stood up, visibly crushed. “But Nikeforos,” he
pleaded, his words tumbling out in a rush, “paintings will be
destroyed, too! Listen, all works of art will be burned or smashed
to pieces!”

“There, there,” the abbot said soothingly. “It’s a pity, a great
pity. But if the world is to be saved from bad art, we mustn’t look
too harshly on the occasional blunder. Just so long as people don’t
have to kneel down before lopsided mannikins such as the ones
done by your — now what was — ”

“Papanastasias.”



“Yes, that’s the man. That Cretan school is an abomination,
Prokopios. I’m glad you drew my attention to the Synod. I’ll be
there, Prokopios, I’ll be there, even if they have to carry me. I’d
reproach myself to my dying day if I weren’t in on it — Providing
they tear down that Archangel Gabriel,” Nikeforos laughed, the
wrinkles spreading across the whole of his face. “God be with you,
my son,” he said, raising his contorted hand in benediction.

“God be with you, Nikeforos,” Prokopios sighed despairingly.
Abbot Nikoforos walked away, shaking his head thoughtfully.

“That crude Cretan school,” he muttered. “Bad drawing. High time
somebody put a stop to it … Dear God, it’s heresy … that Papa-
nastasias … and Papadianos, too … Those aren’t figures, they’re
idols, accursed idols,” Nikeforos exclaimed, his voice rising and his
martyred hands flailing the air. “Idols … idols … idols … ”

April 12, 1936
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Brother Francis

On the road to Forli (where it branches off to Lugo) a mendicant
friar stopped at a blacksmith’s. The friar was smallish in stature,
a bit stooped, and he displayed several yellow teeth in a broad
smile. “God bless you, brother smith,” he said cheerily, “I have
not yet broken my fast today.”

The smith straightened up, wiped away the sweat on his brow,
and muttered to himself about folks who wander the roads. “Come
in,” he grunted, “there’ll be a piece of cheese inside.”

The smith’s wife was heavy with child. She was a pious
woman and wanted to kiss the friar’s hand, but he promptly pulled
both his hands away and babbled sunnily: “But, dear mother, what
if I were to kiss your hand? They call me Brother Francis the
Beggar. God’s blessing on you.”

“Amen,” the young woman sighed, and she went to fetch
bread, cheese, and wine.

The smith was a man of few words. He stared at the ground
and wondered what to say next. Finally he said, “So, where do
you come from, Dominie?”

“Why, from Assisi,” said the friar. “A far walk and a fine
one, dear brother. You wouldn’t believe the bounty of brooks,
vineyards, and footpaths in this world. It’s not enough for a man
to simply pass by them, but he should, brother, he should. The
work of God’s hand is everywhere, and as you walk along, it’s as
if you were praying.”

“I went as far as Bologna once,” the blacksmith said, thinking
back, “but that was a long time ago. You know, Dominie, a smith
can’t carry his forge around with him.”

The friar nodded his head. “Forging iron,” he said, “why, that’s
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like serving God. Fire is fair to behold and holy. Brother fire, my
young friend, is one of God’s living creatures. When iron softens
and begins to bend — that’s beauty for you, brother smith, oh yes,
oh yes! And when you look into a fire — it’s like a revelation.” The
friar clasped his hands around his knees like a boy and began to tell
stories about fire. Shepherds’ campfires, the small, smoky fires in
vineyards, blazing kindling, glowing candles, and the burning bush.
In the meantime the smith’s wife spread the table with a white linen
cloth and set out bread, cheese, and wine; the smith kept blinking
his eyes absent-mindedly, as if he were staring into a fire.

“Father,” the smith’s wife said quietly, “do you not wish to
break your fast?”

Brother Francis broke the bread in his fingers and looked
inquiringly at the smith and his wife. And what is amiss with you
two, he wondered. Why are you so silent and out of sorts? Such
good people, the young man strong as a bear and the woman
blessed with child — what can be the matter, what distresses you
so? The morsels in his mouth grew large with bewilderment and
compassion. What can I do, God’s children, to cheer you? Should
I tell you jokes I heard on my travels? Should I sing and prance
about, to gladden the heart of the woman who is so near her
time?

The door pushed open, ever so slightly. The smith’s wife
raised her hand and her face turned pale. In the doorway there
appeared the head of a dog, abject, its eyes filled with fear.

The veins on his forehead distended, the smith jumped up and
rushed to the door. “Get out, accursed beast!” he bellowed, and
he kicked the door shut. The dog whimpered and fled.

Brother Francis was saddened, and in his bewilderment he
rolled his bread into pellets. “Brother smith, brother smith,” he
burst out, “whatever has this creature of God done to you?”

The smith turned anxiously to his wife. “There, there,
Giuliana,” he murmured gruffly, “there, there!”

The woman tried to smile, but her lips quavered; she got up,
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pale and shaking, and left the room without a word. Dejectedly,
the smith watched her go.

“Dear brother,” Francis whispered compassionately, “why do
you drive your brother dog from the table? If there is not enough
for all, I will leave.”

The smith cleared his throat irritably. “I’ll tell you why,
Dominie,” he said, in a harsh voice: “that dog— At Easter we
were expecting a visitor. My wife’s sister, just a young girl, was
coming from Forli to see us . . . She never arrived. Two weeks
later her parents came to fetch her . . . We searched high and low
for the girl, but there wasn’t a trace of her anywhere. Then, the
week before Pentecost, our pup came running in from somewhere
in the fields, and he was dragging something up to the doorstep.
We looked to see what it was . . . entrails. Only then did we find
what was left of the girl — ” The smith bit his lips to regain
control of himself. “We don’t know who did it to her. God will
bring down His punishment on the murderer. But that pup of
mine, Dominie — ” The smith gestured in despair. “I can’t kill
him, that’s the worst of it. And he won’t be driven away. He
hangs around the house and begs — You can imagine the horror,
Dominie — ” The smith rubbed at his face with his rough hands.
“We can’t bear the sight of him. At night he stands at the door
and howls — ”

Brother Francis shuddered.
“Now you know,” growled the smith. “Forgive me, Dominie,

I must see to Giuliana.”
The friar remained alone in the rustic room, troubled and

uneasy in the silence. He rose and went on tiptoe to the path in
front of the cottage. A short distance away stood a shivering
yellow cur, staring fixedly at him with uncertain eyes, its tail
tucked between its legs. Brother Francis turned to face the animal.
The dog wagged its tail tentatively and whined.

“Ah, you poor, wretched creature,” Francis murmured, and he
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refused to take its eyes from him. “Well then, what is it you
want?” Francis grumbled in his bewilderment. “You’re sad, little
brother, aren’t you? It’s a sad, serious matter.” The dog shifted
from one paw to the other and trembled with emotion. “Yes, I
know,” Francis spoke soothingly. “No one wants to talk to you,
isn’t that it?” The dog whimpered and crawled to the friar’s feet.
Brother Francis felt somewhat sickened by the animal’s presence.
“Off with you, go away,” he admonished the dog. “You shouldn’t
have done it, my little brother. It was the holy flesh of a little
girl — ” The dog lay at the saint’s feet and wailed. “Stop it,
please,” Francis muttered, and he bent over the dog. The dog
stiffened in sheer, utmost expectation.

At that moment the smith and his wife came out on the
doorstep looking for their guest. And lo, there before their cottage
knelt the friar, scratching the sobbing dog behind its ears and
saying softly: “There there, dear brother, there there, my dear.
What’s this, you’re licking my hand?” 

The smith snorted. Startled, Francis turned to him and said
timidly: “Ah, but you see, brother smith, he was begging so! Tell
me, what is his name?”

“Bracco,” growled the smith.
“Bracco,” said Saint Francis, and the dog immediately licked

his face. Brother Francis stood up. “That’s enough, my brother,
thank you very much. I must be going, brother smith.” He didn’t
know, at the moment, how best to take his leave; he remained
standing before the blacksmith’s wife, closing his eyes for a
moment and trying to think of some sort of benediction.

When he opened his eyes, the young woman was on her knees
before him, her hand lying at rest on the head of the yellow dog.
“Praise God,” Francis sighed, and he displayed his yellow teeth.
“May God reward you!”

And the dog, yelping frantically with joy, began to scamper in
a circle around the Saint and the kneeling woman.

November 27, 1932
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Ophir

People in the Piazza San Marco turned briefly to watch as guards
marched the old man to the Doge’s palace. He was ragged and
filthy, his hair matted; he looked like a some sort of petty thief
from the harbor.

“This man,” the podestà vicegerente announced when they ar-
rived before the Doge’s throne, “says his name is Giovanni Fialho,
a trader from Lisbon; he claims that he was the owner of a ship,
and that he and his entire crew and cargo were captured by
Algerian pirates; he alleges that he managed to escape from the
galleys, and that he could perform a valuable service for the
Republic of Venice — but what this service is, he will reveal to no
one but Your Grace himself.”

With birdlike eyes, the aging Doge scrutinized the small,
scruffy man. “So,” he said at last, “you say you worked on the
galleys?”

Instead of answering, the wretched man standing before him
bared his grimy ankles; they were swollen from being shackled.
“And my back, Your Grace, is covered with scars. If it pleases
Your Grace to see them — ”

“No, no,” the Doge quickly replied. “That’s not necessary.
What did you wish to say to us?”

The shabby old man suddenly raised his head. “Give me a
ship, Your Grace,” he said in a clear voice. “I will sail it to Ophir,
the land of gold.”

“To Ophir,” murmured the Doge. “You found Ophir?”
“I found it,” replied the former trader, “and I stayed there

nine months, for we had to repair our ship.”
The Doge quickly exchanged glances with his learned adviser,
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the Bishop of Pordenone. “Where is Ophir?” he asked the old trader.
“Three months’ voyage from here,” said the seaman. “You

must sail around the whole of Africa and then up towards
midnight on the clock.”

The Bishop of Pordenone tilted his head and scrutinized the
old man. “And is Ophir on the seacoast?”

“No, Monsignore. It is nine days’ journey from the coast, and
it is spread in a circle around a great lake blue as a sapphire.”

The Bishop of Pordenone nodded.
“And how did you reach the interior?” asked the Doge. “They

say that Ophir is separated from the sea by impenetrable
mountains and deserts.”

“It is true,” said Fialho. “No roads lead to Ophir. The desert
abounds with lions, and the mountains are smooth and shiny as
Murano glass.”

“And you went beyond them?” the Doge blurted out.
“I did. While we were repairing our ship, which had been

badly damaged by storms, some men clad in white robes edged
with purple came down to the shore and beckoned to us.”

“Black men?” queried the bishop.
“No, Monsignore. They were as white as the English, and

they had long hair sprinkled with powdered gold. They were very
beautiful.”

“And were they armed?” asked the Doge.
“They had golden spears. They commanded us to bring

whatever we had of iron, and they would exchange it in Ophir for
gold — for there is no iron in Ophir. They took care to see that
we collected all we had of iron: anchors, chains, weapons, even the
nails that held our ship together.”

“And what then?” asked the Doge.
“A herd of winged mules was waiting on the shore, perhaps

sixty beasts in all. They had wings like swans. They’re called
pegasi.”

“Pegasus,” the learned bishop said thoughtfully. “Reports of



118

the pegasi have come down to us from the ancient Greeks. It
would seem, then, that the Greeks actually knew Ophir.”

“Indeed, they speak Greek in Ophir,” declared the old seaman.
“I know a little Greek, because in every port there’s always some
thief from Crete or Smyrna.”

“This is interesting information,” murmured the bishop. “And
are the people of Ophir Christians?”

“May God forgive me,” said Fialho, “but they’re pagan as
posts, Monsignore. They worship a certain Apollo, or whatever his
name is.”

The Bishop of Pordenone nodded his head. “That corresponds
with what we know. Obviously, they are descendants of the Greeks
who were dispersed by storms at sea after the fall of Troy. And
what then?”

“Then?” asked Giovanni Fialho. “Then we loaded the iron
onto those winged asses. Three of us, that is to say, I, a certain
Chico of Cadiz, and Manolo Pereira of Coimbra, were given
winged horses, and guided by these men from Ophir we flew due
east. The journey lasted nine days. Each night we would land and
dismount so the pegasi could graze and drink. They eat nothing
but asphodels and narcissi.”

“Clearly they are of Greek origin,” observed the bishop.
“On the ninth day we caught sight of a lake blue as a

sapphire,” continued the old seaman. “We landed on its shore.
There are silver fish in it with ruby eyes. And the grains of sand
on its shores, Your Grace, are real pearls big as pebbles. Manolo
threw himself to the ground, rolled around in the pearls, and raked
them up with both hands; and then one of our guides told us that
it is excellent sand, that in Ophir they burn it to make lime.”

The Doge rolled his eyes. “Lime made from pearls! That is
astounding!”

“Then they led us to the royal palace. It was all of alabaster,
but the roof was made of gold and shone like the sun. There we
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were received by the Queen of Ophir, seated upon a crystal
throne.”

“What? A woman rules in Ophir?” marveled the bishop.
“That is so, Monsignore. A woman of dazzling beauty, like a

goddess.”
“One of the Amazons,” the bishop reflected, “no question

about it.”
“And what of the other women?” the Doge burst out. “I

mean, the women of Ophir in general. Are they good-looking?”
The seaman clasped his hands. “Ah, Your Grace, not even in

the Lisbon of my youth were there such women.”
The Doge’s hands fluttered. “You don’t say! I’ve heard that

the women of Lisbon are black as cats. But in Venice, my man, in
Venice some thirty years ago, what women there used to be then!
Right out of Titian’s paintings! But these women of Ophir — tell
me more!”

“I’m an old man, Your Grace,” said Fialho, “but Manolo
could have told you, if he hadn’t been killed by the Musselmans
who captured us off the Balearic Islands.”

“Could he have told us quite a bit?” the Doge asked with
considerable interest.

“Mother of God!” cried the old seaman. “You’d never believe
all he could have told you, Your Grace! I’m telling you, by the
time we’d been there for two weeks, Manolo was thin as a rail;
you could have lifted him straight up out of his breeches.”

“Ah. And what about the Queen?”
“The Queen wore an iron belt and iron bracelets. ‘They tell

me you have some iron,’ she said. ‘Sometimes Arab traders bring
us iron.’”

“Arab traders!” the Doge shouted, and he struck his fist on
the arm of his throne. “There, you see? Those scoundrels are
grabbing up markets everywhere! We cannot allow it, not when
the highest interests of the Republic of Venice are at stake! We
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must supply Ophir, and that’s all there is to it! I’ll give you three
ships, Giovanni, three shiploads of iron — ”

The bishop raised his hand. “And what happened next,
Giovanni?”

“The Queen offered in exchange for all my iron an equal
weight in gold.”

“And you, of course, accepted her offer, you thief!”
“No, Monsignore. I told her that I didn’t sell iron by weight,

but by bulk.”
“Quite right,” said the bishop. “Gold is heavier.”
“Especially the gold of Ophir, Monsignore. It is three times as

heavy as ordinary gold, and it’s red as fire. And so the Queen
ordered that an anchor, nails, chains, and weapons — all exactly
like ours of iron — be forged from gold. That’s why we had to
stay there for several weeks.”

“But why do they want iron?” wondered the Doge.
“Because, Your Grace, iron is rare in Ophir,” replied the old

trader. “They make it into coins and jewelry. They hoard iron
nails in coffers like treasures. They say that iron is far more
beautiful than gold.”

The Doge lowered his eyelids, as wrinkled as those of a
turkey. “Remarkable,” he muttered. “This is most remarkable,
Giovanni. And what happened then?”

“Then they loaded all the gold onto the winged donkeys and
took us back to the seashore the same way we had come. We
hammered the ship together again with golden nails and hung the
golden anchor on a golden chain. The tattered rigging and sails we
replaced with silk, and with the next favorable wind we put out
to sea for home.”

“And what about the pearls?” asked the Doge. “Didn’t you
bring any pearls back with you?”

“We did not,” said Fialho. “Your Grace will pardon me, but
of course pearls were merely sand in Ophir. A few did get stuck
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in our shoes, but even those were taken from us by the Algerian
infidels, when they attacked us off the Balearic Islands.”

“It appears,” muttered the Doge, “that there’s a fair amount
of truth to the man’s story.”

The bishop’s slight nod indicated a degree of assent. “And
what about the other animals?” he asked as an afterthought. “Are
there centaurs in Ophir?”

“I heard nothing of centaurs, Monsignore,” the seaman
answered respectfully. “But there are flamingoes.”

The bishop gave an indignant snort. “You are perhaps
mistaken. Flamingoes live in Egypt — it is well known that they
have only one leg.”

“And they have wild asses there,” added the seaman, “striped
black and white, in the manner of tigers.”

The bishop looked at him skeptically. “Do you take us for
fools, Giovanni? Who has ever seen striped asses? But there is one
thing that I find most curious. You claim that you flew over the
mountains of Ophir on winged mares.”

“That is so, Monsignore.”
“Hm. We shall see. According to reports from Arabs, in the

mountains of Ophir there lives a bird called the Noh, which, as is
well known, has a metallic beak, metallic claws, and quills of
bronze. Did you hear nothing of this bird?”

“No, Monsignore, I did not,” stammered the seaman.
The Bishop of Pordenone shook his head in grave displeasure.

“You could not have flown over those mountains, old man, you
will never persuade us of that. It is a technical impossibility. It has
been proved that the Noh bird lives there, and the Noh would
have snapped up those pegasi the way a swallow snaps up flies.
Don’t think you can put anything over on us, trickster. So then:
what kind of trees grow there?”

“Well, as for what kind of trees,” the poor unfortunate
blurted, “it’s well known what kind of trees grow there. Palm



trees, Monsignore.”
“You see? You’re lying!” the bishop cried triumphantly.

“According to Bubon of Biskra, who is an expert in these matters,
pomegranate trees grow in Ophir, and their fruits contain garnets
instead of seeds. You’ve invented a preposterous tale, old man!”

Giovanni Fialho fell to his knees. “As God is my witness,
Monsignore, how could an unlettered trader like me invent a place
like Ophir?”

“That’s your story,” the learned bishop reprimanded him. “I
know better than you that there is such a place in this world as
Ophir, the land of gold. But as for you, you’re a liar and a rogue.
What you say is refuted by reliable authorities and therefore is
false. Your Grace, this man is an impostor.”

“Another one?” the old Doge sighed, blinking fretfully. “It’s
shocking how many adventurers there are nowadays. Take him
away.”

The podestà vicegerente glanced at him, awaiting further
instructions.

“The same as usual, the same as usual,” yawned the Doge.
“Let him sit in prison till he’s blue, and then sell him to the
galleys. Pity,” he grumbled, “that the man’s an impostor; some of
what he said seemed to have a grain of truth in it . . . Perhaps he
heard it from the Arabs.”

November 13, 1932
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Goneril, Daughter of Lear

No, nothing’s the matter with me, nurse — and don’t call me your
golden girl. I know, you called me that when I was small; and
King Lear called me ‘you little scamp,’ didn’t he? He would have
preferred a son — tell me, do you think sons are better than
daughters? Regan was such a proper little miss, right from the
first, and Cordelia — well, you know Cordelia: a weak sister if
ever there was one. A complete blockhead. And Regan — no one
could tell her anything: nose in the air like a queen, completely
self-centered, remember? Right from the first. Tell me, nurse, was
I evil when I was small? — There, you see?

How does it happen that a person becomes evil? I know I’m
evil, nurse. Don’t say I’m not. It doesn’t matter what any of you
thinks of me, even if you think I’m evil. But as to that business
with father, nurse, I was the one who was right. Where did he
ever get the idea that he had to drag those hundred men of his
around with him? And it’s not as if there were only a hundred of
them, there were all manner of family members and servants
besides — it was simply impossible. I would have been happy to
have him stay with us, nurse, truly I would. I was fond of him,
immensely fond, fonder of him than of anyone else in the world;
but that horde he brought with him, my God — They turned my
home into a bawdyhouse! You remember what it was like then,
nurse: lazy idlers every one of them, pandemonium itself with all
the brawling and shouting, and the filth, well you’ll remember that
— worse than a dunghill. Tell me, nurse, what mistress of any
household would have put up with that? And I couldn’t tell them
them what to do, not I! No one but King Lear himself was
allowed to give them orders — they only sneered at me. At night
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they’d go creeping after the maids — you were forever hearing the
tap-tapping of footsteps, the whispers and the squeals — the duke
slept like a log; I’d rouse him and say, do you hear that? And he’d
merely grunt: leave them alone, go back to sleep. Just imagine
what it was like for me, nurse, while that was going on! You were
young once, too, you know what it was like, don’t you? When I’d
complain to King Lear, he’d only laugh at me: well, my girl, what
else would you expect from those young fellows? Cover your ears,
that’ll take care of it.

And so I told him that it was an impossible situation, that he
had to send away at least half of those worthless good-for-nothings
who were eating me out of house and home. And do you know,
he was offended! He accused me of ingratitude and all sorts of
things; you have no idea how absolutely furious he was. Still, I
know what’s right and what isn’t. Men only worry about their
honor, but we women, we have to think about running a
household and keeping things in order. They don’t care if the place
is like a stable. Tell me, nurse, was I right or wasn’t I? There, you
see? Father was deathly offended. But what was I supposed to do?
I know I have a duty to him, nurse, but as a woman I also have
a duty to my home, don’t I? And for that, father cursed me. And
the duke — all he did was blink his eyes and shuffle from one foot
to the other. Do you think he’d stand up for me? No. He let me
be treated like an evil, petty scold. Nurse — listen, nurse, at that
moment something inside me seemed to snap: I — I — I began to
hate my husband. I hate him, and now you know! I hate him! And
I hate father because it was his fault, do you understand? And
that’s how it is, that’s how it is; I’m evil, I know, but I’m evil only
because I was right —

No, don’t say anything; I truly am evil. Of course you know
I have a lover, don’t you? If you only realized how little it matters
to me that you know! Do you think I love Edmund? I don’t; but
one way or another I want revenge on the duke, because he —
because he didn’t conduct himself like a man. I simply hate him.
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Nurse, you have no idea what it is to hate! It means to be evil,
evil, evil through and through. Once you begin to hate — it’s as
if you’re altogether changed. I used to be a good girl, really, nurse,
and I could have become a good woman; I used to be a daughter,
I used to be a sister, now I am evil and nothing more. Now I
don’t even love you, nurse, I don’t even love myself — not even
myself. I was right, and if they had acknowledged it, I would be
a different woman, believe me —

No, I’m not crying. Don’t think this pains me in any way.
Quite the contrary: you are freer when you hate. You can think
what you like — and you needn’t stop at anything. Before, I didn’t
have the courage to see my husband as he is, to see that he’s
mean-spirited, that he’s potbellied, that he’s a coward, that his
hands are sweaty; and now I see it. Now I see that my father is
a ludicrous tyrant, that he’s a toothless and muddle-headed old
man — I see it all. I see that Regan is a viper and I, oh nurse, I
have such strange and appalling things inside me — things I never
suspected before. And it all happened so suddenly. But tell me, is
it my fault? I was right; they shouldn’t have pushed me so far —

—— No, you can’t understand it, nurse. Sometimes I think I
could kill the duke while he’s snoring beside me. Simply slit him
with a hunting knife. Or poison Regan — here’s some wine for
you, sister dear, drink up. Do you know that Regan wants to take
Edmund away from me? Not that she loves him; Regan’s cold as
stone. But she’s plotting against me. She’s counting on Edmund
somehow getting that fool of a duke out of the way and seizing
the throne for himself once Lear dies. That’s it for a certainty,
nurse. Regan’s a widow now — and that shrew’s been lucky from
the first. But don’t imagine for a minute she’ll succeed, nurse: I’m
keeping careful watch and — I hate. I don’t even sleep, so that I
can think and hate. If you only knew how beautifully and
boundlessly one can hate in the dark of night. And when I
remember that it all happened only because of father’s
stubbornness and the shambles they made of my house — Tell me



if any mistress of a household could have put up with that —
Nurse, nurse, nurse, why didn’t they see then, so long ago,

that I was right!

January 29, 1933
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Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

Scene x

[ROSENKRANTZ and GUILDENSTERN are exiting]

HAMLET:  Just one moment more, dear Guildenstern,
And Rosenkrantz, a word!

ROSENKRANTZ:          A word, my prince?

GUILDENSTERN: What is your wish, my prince?

HAMLET:                               A question only.
The court performance of that tragedy
Wherein a king is poisoned — how did it,
Do you think, affect the King?

ROSENKRANTZ:               Oh, terribly.

HAMLET:  Ah, terribly?

GUILDENSTERN:        He was beside himself.

HAMLET:  And what about the Queen?

ROSENKRANTZ:                          My prince, she fainted.

HAMLET:  And the rest?

GUILDENSTERN:         Whom does Your Highness mean?

HAMLET:  Well, you, the courtiers, the courtly ladies,
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And whoever else was present in the hall
And saw it played. Did they not say a word?

ROSENKRANTZ:  Nothing, prince.

GUILDENSTERN:                     They were so captivated,
They could not bring themselves to speak a word.

HAMLET:  And what about Polonius?

GUILDENSTERN:                        He wept.

HAMLET:  And the courtiers?

ROSENKRANTZ:               They sobbed, my prince,
And I myself could not hold back the tears.
I saw friend Guildenstern here hide within
His sleeve the telltale moisture from his eyes.

HAMLET:  The soldiers, then?

ROSENKRANTZ:               They turned aside their faces
To conceal the power of their emotion.

HAMLET:  And so, accordingly, you think the play —

ROSENKRANTZ:  A fabulous success.

GUILDENSTERN:                     And well deserved.

ROSENKRANTZ:  That splendid scenery!

GUILDENSTERN:                            That thrilling story!

HAMLET:  Hm, I grant it had its share of flaws 

ROSENKRANTZ:  I beg your pardon, prince, what flaws?
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HAMLET:  For instance...
I’m sure it could have been still better played. 
I know those actors did their best; and yet,
Their king was not as kingly as he should be,
And their murderer not murderous enough.
Were I to play the role of murderer, a murderer 
Himself would see before him, by Hecatë,
For the first time just what murder is!
Dear gentlemen, here, judge me for yourselves!  ( He acts.)

ROSENKRANTZ:  That’s splendid, prince!

GUILDENSTERN:                             Superbly played!

ROSENKRANTZ:  My God, my prince, one might well think
That you yourself have seen a murderer
Go slinking off to do his grisly deed.

HAMLET:  No, Rosenkrantz, it’s simply in me — as for
Whence and why, who knows? But psst, come closer.
Hamlet —

GUILDENSTERN:  Yes, prince?

HAMLET:                         Hamlet has his secret.

ROSENKRANTZ:  A secret, prince?

HAMLET:                              A great, important secret.
Not for courtiers, but for the ears
Of best friends only. Closer!

GUILDENSTERN:            Yes, my prince.

HAMLET:  No, not prince!

GUILDENSTERN:          Your Highness?
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HAMLET:                                Merely Hamlet.

GUILDENSTERN:  As you wish, prince.

HAMLET:                               Good. Now listen to me
And keep entirely to yourselves this plan
I’ve so carefully ripened.

ROSENKRANTZ:       What plan, prince?

HAMLET:  I want to be an actor.

ROSENKRANTZ:                   Truly, prince?

HAMLET:  It is decided, Rosenkrantz. Tomorrow,
When those actors leave, I’ll go with them.
In each and every town we’ll act this play
About a great king who was foully murdered;
About a murderer who stole his throne
And stole into his still-warm nuptial bed;
About a queen who, scarce one month a widow,
Lies upon that sweat-drenched couch and dallies
With the murderous coward, knave, and thief
Who stole the realm . . . The more I think on it,
The more his character appeals to me.
To play the man in all his wretched vileness,
That base, perverted reptile who infects
With scabrous fingers everything he touches
— What a part! I’d act it very differently,
Differently than did that strolling player
— Though he did his best, he was not equal
To such evil. Let him play the king;
He lacks the greatness needed for the villain.
What a shame the role was wasted on him!
How I would have played it! I’d have wormed
My way into his slippery soul until
I’d squeezed the final drop of all there is
Of human wickedness! Ah, what a part!
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GUILDENSTERN:  And what a play!

HAMLET:                         Not altogether bad —

ROSENKRANTZ:  It was outstanding!

HAMLET:                           Well, it could have used
A bit more work, but on the whole — perhaps
I’ll take the subject up again some day —
It would be worth it: yes, that traitorous king, 
That base, deformed, disgusting character
Entices me no end. Dear Rosenkrantz,
I want to write plays.

ROSENKRANTZ:     Excellent, my prince!

HAMLET:  I’ll write. I have so much to write about
 — That villain was the first. The next will be
About disgraceful, fawning courtiers —

ROSENKRANTZ:  Fantastic, prince!

HAMLET:                         The third: a comedy
About an old, thick-witted chamberlain —

GUILDENSTERN:  Outstanding theme!

HAMLET:                            The fourth will be about
A girl.

ROSENKRANTZ:  What kind of play?

HAMLET:                                 Well, just a play.

GUILDENSTERN:  A gratifying theme.

ROSENKRANTZ:                         And quite poetic.
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HAMLET:  And Hamlet will write on. A blackguard seated
On the throne will grind the people’s faces,
Courtiers will scrape and bow, and Hamlet
Will write on. And wars will come which make
Life far worse for the weak but better for
The strong, and Hamlet will write on. And not
Rise up and try to —

GUILDENSTERN:     Try what, prince?

HAMLET:                                  Who knows?
What can one do against bad governing?

ROSENKRANTZ:  Nothing.

HAMLET:                     Absolutely nothing?

GUILDENSTERN:                                   Well,
From time to time, in history, there has been
Some man who rose and stood before the people
And by his eloquence or by example
Prevailed upon them to rebel against
Bad government and crush it.

ROSENKRANTZ:              Ah, but that, prince,
Happens only in the history books.

HAMLET:  Well, well. In history only. And you say
That eloquence can motivate the people?
Grief is speechless. Someone must appear
Who calls things by their rightful names, who says
This is oppression, this is grave injustice,
A dreadful crime is being done to you,
And he who calls himself your king is but
A thief, a murderer, a lecher — right?
If any one of you is still a man,
Why do you tolerate this degradation,
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Why do you not take up your swords and cudgels?
Or are you gelded by your shame, mere slaves
Who are content to live without your honor — ?

GUILDENSTERN:  Eloquent, my prince, most eloquent..

HAMLET:  Ah, eloquent? Then what if I — as in
The history books — came forth and brought to life
By my own eloquence the people’s voice?

ROSENKRANTZ:  The people are assuredly devoted
To their prince.

HAMLET:       And later, at their head,
O’erthrew the tainted throne?

GUILDENSTERN:             Your pardon, prince,
That’s politics.

HAMLET:      A most unusual feeling,
To see so great a task before one! Thanks,
Good gentlemen.

ROSENKRANTZ:  We won’t disturb you, prince.

[Exeunt ROSENKRANTZ and GUILDENSTERN]

HAMLET:  To be or not to be, that is the question.
If to be, then what? To be, O heaven,
Prince indeed! To stand beside the throne,
A smile upon my lips, well-mannered, loyal
— And why not on the throne? Another’s there!
To wait, then, till the day he dies, until
His black blood curdles? Must I? No! I’d rather 
Plunge a knife into the traitor’s breast,
Avenge a father’s death and wash the shame
From out a mother’s bed! Why do I then
Still hesitate? Am I some bloodless craven?
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No, not so. I watch, drink in that loathsome
Face, those lustful lips and roving eyes,
And sense: I’ve got him now, can grasp him now, 
Can do him justice; secretly I try
To slip behind those jowls. Ah, what a part!
To be an actor — yes! I would reveal
It all, the surreptitious, shameless evil
Well concealed inside that smiling snout.
Alluring, yes, alluring. But what if
Only his coevals know that face,
And later — no one? Better to convict him
For all time, and all the human monsters
He has gathered round him — all that’s rotten
In the state of Denmark! Splendid task:
But in truth, I am a poet! I can write
Indictments which will long outlive the ages,
With immortal, uncorrupted finger
Pointing at that suppurating sore —
Ah, such eloquence! A pity, surely,
That I waste it merely on myself?
Then stand up in the marketplace, convene
The people there, and speak, and speak —
They are not made of clay; a man of eloquence
Could rouse a purging storm against all tyrants! 
Alluring, yes, alluring. — Ah, but then
I’d lose the chance to play that role! A pity!
What an actor I could be! And yet,
As actor, would I then have time to rouse
The storms that topple thrones? — But then again
I’d have no time to write my plays! A pity!
Well then, what? By acting in a play
Unmask the tyrant? Nail him like a bat
Upon the city’s gate forevermore?
Or urge the mob to sweep him from the throne?
Well then, what? — And what if, simply, I deceive
Myself in thinking that I want revenge?
Why be an actor if my only reason
Is to tear the man’s mask from his jowls?



If I’m to act, then it should be because
It’s in me and because I must, I must
By nature create human characters,
Be they good or base! But even so,
I’d dearly love to play him — what a part!
To be, in short, an actor! Or to write —
But not from vengeance; rather, for the joy
Of giving life to words with hand and pen.
Yet — merely write? Should I not speak instead? 
To be an orator, to lead the people
And to speak, to speak as bird gives voice
To song — so captivatingly that I
Would quite convince myself, that I’d believe
The very words I speak! — That’s it. To be
Something whole: those are the redeeming words! 
To be an actor. Or to write? Or speak
And stir the people? This or that? Oh, hell!
Which shall I choose? What then shall Hamlet be? 
What I could achieve, accomplish
If only I were something! — Yes, but what?
That is the question!

October 28, 1934
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Don Juan’s Confession

The death of the unhappy Doña Elvira was avenged; Don Juan
Tenorio lay in the Posada de las Reinas, a deep wound in his
chest, and was obviously near death. “Emphysema of the lungs,”
muttered the local doctor. “Some people might yet recover from
such a wound, but a caballero as dissipated as Don Juan— These
are serious matters, Leporello; I can tell you, I don’t like his heart.
Of course, it’s only to be expected: after such excesses in venere —
a clear case of asthenia, gentlemen. Just to be on the safe side,
Leporello, I would summon a priest for him; he may yet pull
through, although given the state of science today — I don’t know.
I have the honor to take my leave of you, caballeros.”

Thus it happened that Padre Jacinto sat at the foot of Don
Juan’s bed waiting for the patient to come around; in the
meantime, he prayed for the caballero’s notoriously sinful soul. If
only I might succeed in redeeming this hellacious sinner, thought
the good father; he certainly looks like he’s done for — maybe his
arrogance will be quelled and his mind brought to a state of
humble remorse. It isn’t everyone who gets his hands on such a
famous and unscrupulous libertine; for all I know, not even the
Bishop of Burgos has had such a celebrated case. People will
whisper: Look, it’s Padre Jacinto, the man who saved Don Juan’s
soul —

The Padre shuddered and crossed himself, partly because he
had recovered from the devilish temptation of pride, and partly
because he had become aware that the burning and slightly
mocking eyes of the dying Don Juan were fastened directly on him.

“My dear son,” the reverend Padre said as affably as he
could, “you are dying; before very long you will stand before the
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judgment seat of God, burdened with all the sins which you have
committed in your dissolute life. I beg you, for the love of our
Lord, cast them aside while you still have time. It is not fitting
that you make your pilgrimage to the next world clad in the
unclean garments of your depravities and soiled with the filth of
your worldly conduct.”

“Yes,” came the faint voice of Don Juan, “I must change my
clothes one more time. I’ve always been particular, Padre, about
dressing to suit the circumstances.”

“I fear,” said Padre Jacinto, “that you do not quite under-
stand me. I am asking you if you wish to confess your sins and
repent.”

“Confess,” Don Juan echoed weakly, “thoroughly blacken my
character. Ah, Father, you wouldn’t believe the effect that has on
women.”

“Juan,” admonished the good father, frowning, “forswear
these earthly matters; remember that you must speak with your
Creator.”

“I know,” Don Juan replied politely. “I also know that it is
proper for me to die like a Christian. I’ve always been quite
careful to do the proper thing — insofar as possible, Father. On
my honor, I’ll tell you everything without any shilly-shallying. In
the first place, I’m too weak for lengthy speeches; and in the
second place, it’s always been my policy to get straight to the
point, no words wasted.”

“I commend your obedience,” said Father Jacinto. “But first
and foremost, my son, prepare yourself properly, examine your
conscience, and awaken in yourself humble repentance for your
wrongdoings. In the meantime, I shall wait.”

Whereupon Don Juan closed his eyes and examined his
conscience, while the Padre quietly prayed for God’s aid and
enlightenment.

“I’m ready, Father,” Don Juan said after a time, and he began
his confession. Padre Jacinto nodded his head again and again in
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satisfaction; the confession appeared to be frank, heartfelt, and full,
omitting nothing in the way of lies or blasphemy, murder, perjury,
pride, deception, or betrayal — Don Juan was indeed a grievous
sinner. Then suddenly the Don fell silent, apparently exhausted,
and closed his eyes.

“Rest a moment, dear son,” the priest encouraged him
patiently, “and then continue.”

“I’ve finished, reverend Father,” said Don Juan. “If I have
forgotten anything, surely it will be only trifles which God will
vouchsafe to forgive me.”

“How can it be,” cried Father Jacinto, “that you speak of
trifles? What of the fornication in which you have wallowed
throughout your life? What of the women whom you have
seduced? What of the lewd passions in which you indulged so
unrestrainedly? Confess yourself properly, if you please. Not one
of your shameless acts will be concealed before God, you
unprincipled man; better for you to repent of your vices and
unburden your sinful soul!”

A painful and impatient expression appeared on Don Juan’s
face. “I’ve already told you, Father,” he declared stubbornly: “I’ve
finished. On my honor, I have nothing more to tell you.”

At that moment the innkeeper of the Posada de las Reinas
heard a loud, thunderous roar from the room of the wounded
man. “God preserve us!” he cried, and he crossed himself. “It
sounds as if Padre Jacinto is exorcising the devil from that poor
señor. Oh Lord, I don’t at all like such goings-on at my inn.”

The aforementioned roaring went on for a very long while,
about as long you’d boil beans; at times it sank to urgent entreaty,
at times it flared up in a wild clamor. Then suddenly the reverend
Father Jacinto, red as a turkey cock and calling on the Mother of
God, bolted from the wounded gentleman’s room and vanished
into the church. Then there was silence at the inn, and the grieving
Leporello crept back into the room of his master, who lay with his
eyes closed, groaning.
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*   *   *

That afternoon Father Ildefonso of the Society of Jesus came to
town. He was traveling by mule from Madrid to Burgos, and
because it was terribly hot that day, he dismounted at the rectory
and called on Padre Jacinto. He was a gaunt priest, dried out as
an old sausage, with eyebrows as bristly as the armpits of an old
cavalryman.

When they had drunk a cup of sour milk together, the Jesuit
fixed his eyes on Padre Jacinto, who had been endeavoring in vain
to conceal the fact that something was bothering him. It was so
quiet that the buzzing of the flies seemed almost like cannon fire.

“You see, it’s like this,” the worried Padre Jacinto burst out
at last. “We have a grievous sinner here who is lying on his
deathbed. As a matter of fact, Don Ildefonso, it is the deplorable
Don Juan Tenorio. He was mixed up in some sort of affair here,
a duel or something — at any rate, I went to confess him. At first,
he made a fine job of it; he confessed very handsomely, to tell you
the truth. But when it came to the seventh commandment —
nothing. I couldn’t get a word out of him. He said he had nothing
to tell me. Mother of God, what a scoundrel! When I consider that
he’s the greatest rake in the two Castiles — they say that not in
Valencia, not even in Cadiz, is there anyone to equal him. They
say that over these last few years he’s seduced six hundred and
ninety-seven young women; a hundred and thirteen of them went
into convents, maybe fifty were killed by their fathers or husbands
in righteous anger, and about the same number died of a broken
heart. And now, if you can believe it, Don Ildefonso, this libertine
insists on his deathbed, straight to my face, that in puncto
fornicationis he has nothing to confess! What say you to that?”

“Nothing,” said the Jesuit father. “And you refused him
absolution?”

“Of course,” Padre Jacinto replied dejectedly. “Nothing I said
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worked. I gave him a talking-to that would have roused sincere
repentance in a stone — but it was a complete waste of effort on
that arch-reprobate. ‘No doubt I have committed the sin of pride,
Father,’ he told me, ‘I have sworn false oaths, whatever you like;
but as to that about which you inquire, I have nothing to say.’
And you know what that means, Don Ildefonso, don’t you?” the
Padre suddenly blurted out, hastily crossing himself. “I think he
was in league with the devil. That’s why he cannot confess these
things. It was a foul enchantment. He seduced women by means
of some diabolical power.” Father Jacinto shuddered. “You should
go and take a look at him, Dominie. I’d say he has that glint in
his eyes.”

Don Ildefonso, S.J., reflected in silence. “If you think so,” he
said at last, “I will go and see this man.”

*   *   *

Don Juan was dozing when Don Ildefonso quietly entered the
room and dismissed Leporello with a wave of his hand; he then sat
down in a chair near the head of the bed and studied the ravaged
face of the dying Don.

At length the wounded man groaned and opened his eyes.
“Don Juan,” the Jesuit said gently, “it appears that it would

exhaust you to speak.”
Don Juan nodded weakly.
“No matter,” said the Jesuit. “Your confession, Don Juan, was

not clear on one point. I’ll not subject you to questioning, but
perhaps you could indicate your agreement or disagreement with
what I am going to say to you — about you.”

The wounded man’s eyes fastened almost in anguish on the
emotionless face of the priest.

“Don Juan,” Don Ildefonso began easily and smoothly, “I
have heard of you for a long time now, and I have pondered upon
precisely why it is that you dash so impetuously from woman to
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woman, from one love affair to another, why you can never pause,
never come to rest in that fulfillment and serenity we humans call
happiness — ”

Don Juan displayed his teeth in a grimace of pain.
“From one love affair to another,” Don Ildefonso went on, his

voice calm and composed, “as though you were trying, over and
over again, to convince someone — obviously yourself — that you
are worthy of love, that you are the kind of man whom women
love — poor Don Juan!”

The lips of the wounded man moved; it seemed as if he were
repeating the Jesuit’s last words.

“And never, in all that time,” the priest continued, “were you
a man, Don Juan; only your spirit was the spirit of a man, and it
was ashamed, señor, and struggled desperately to conceal the fact
that nature had not given you that which is bestowed upon every
living creature — ”

From the bed came the sound of a boyish wail.
“And that is why, Don Juan, you have  played at being a man

from your adolescence on; you have been recklessly brave,
adventurous, proud, and flamboyant, so that you might conquer
within you this humiliating sense that others were better and more
virile than you. But it was a lie, and that is why you went on
intemperately heaping proof upon proof; no one could satisfy you,
because it was only hollow pretense — you have never seduced a
single woman, Don Juan. You have never known what it is to
love, you have only striven feverishly, whenever you encountered
a desirable and well-born woman, to beguile her with your spirit,
your chivalry, your passion, convincing yourself in the process. All
of this you did perfectly, because you were playing a role.  And at
the moment when a woman’s knees began to buckle — it must
have been hell for you, Don Juan, it must have been hell because,
in that moment, you had to confront both your accursed pride and
your most terrible humiliation. And you had to tear yourself from
the embrace you had won at the risk of your life and flee, poor



Juan, flee from the arms of the woman you had conquered, flee
with some beautiful lie still on those irresistible lips. It must have
been hell, Don Juan.”

The wounded man turned his face to the wall and wept.
Don Ildefonso rose to his feet. “Poor man,” he said, “you

were ashamed to admit it even in holy confession. Well, it is over
now, but I must not deprive Padre Jacinto of his penitent.”

*   *   *

He sent for the parish priest, and when Padre Jacinto arrived Don
Ildefonso said to him: “Look, Father, he has confessed everything
and wept. His repentance is humble beyond all shadow of doubt;
I think we may grant him absolution.”

March 20, 1932
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Romeo and Juliet

A young English nobleman, Oliver Mendeville, on a leisurely tour
of Italy to broaden his education, received news in Florence that
his father, Sir William, had departed this world. Sir Oliver
therefore bade farewell with a heavy heart and copious tears to
Signorina Maddalena, swore that he would return as soon as
possible, and set out with his servant on the road to Genoa.

On the third day of their journey, a heavy rainstorm overtook
them just as they came to a remote hamlet. Sir Oliver reined in his
horse under an ancient elm. “Paolo,” he said to his servant, “see
if there is some sort of albergo here where we might wait out this
torrential downpour.”

“As for your servant and horses,” came a voice from above,
“there’s an albergo right around the bend in the road; but you,
cavaliere, would do great honor to my parish if you would take
shelter under my modest roof.”

Sir Oliver doffed his broad-brimmed hat and looked up at the
window from which a stout old priest was beaming at him
cheerfully. “Vossignoria reverendissima,” he said deferentially, “you
show far too much kindness to a stranger who is leaving your
beautiful land overburdened with gratitude for all the good which
has been heaped upon him so bounteously.”

“Bene, dear son,” said the priest, “but if you go on talking a
moment longer you’ll be thoroughly drenched. Kindly dismount
from your mare and get yourself in here in a hurry, for it’s raining
very hard.”

Sir Oliver was surprised when the molto reverendo parocco
came out through the rectory hallway to greet him: he had never
seen such a diminutive clergyman before. When Sir Oliver bowed,
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he had to bend so low that the blood rushed to his head.
“Come come, none of that,” said the priest. “I’m only a

Franciscan, cavaliere. They call me Padre Ippolito. Hé, Marietta,
bring us some sausage and wine. This way, sir; it’s confoundedly
dark in here. You are Inglese, yes? Ah, well, since you English
broke away from the Holy Church of Rome there’ve been swarms
of you in Italy. I understand, signore. You must feel homesick.
You see, Marietta? The gentleman is Inglese. Poor boy, so young
and an Englishman already! Cut yourself some of this sausage,
cavaliere, it’s genuine Verona. Nothing goes better with wine than
Verona sausage, I always say. Let the Bolognese stuff themselves
with their mortadella if they like; you stick with Verona sausage
and salted almonds, dear son. You weren’t in Verona? A pity. It
was the birthplace of the divine Veronese, signore. Actually, I’m
from Verona myself. A celebrated city, sir. They call it the city of
the Scaligeri. Is the wine to your liking?”

“Grazie, Padre,” murmured Sir Oliver. “In England we call
Verona the city of Juliet.”

“You don’t say!” Padre Ippolito exclaimed in amazement.
“And why is that? I didn’t know there’d been a Princess Juliet in
Verona. But then, it’s more than forty years since I was there.
Which Juliet would that be?”

“Juliet Capulet,” explained Sir Oliver. “You see, we have a
play about her . . . by a man called Shakespeare. A beautiful play.
Do you know it, Padre?”

“No, but wait a minute . . . Juliet Capulet, Juliet Capulet,”
Padre Ippolito babbled, “I should know her. I used to go to the
Capulets’ house with Padre Laurence — ”

“You knew Friar Laurence?” gasped Sir Oliver.
“How could I not know him? Why, I served as his acolyte,

sir! Listen, might she be the Juliet who married Count Paris? I
knew her. A most pious and praiseworthy lady, the Countess Juliet.
She was a Capulet by birth, one of the Capulets in the velvet
trade.”
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“That can’t be the one,” declared Sir Oliver. “The real Juliet
died when she was still a girl, in the most touching manner you
can possibly imagine.”

“Aha,” said the molto reverendo , “then it wasn’t the same
one. The Juliet I knew married Count Paris, and they had eight
children. A virtuous and exemplary wife, young sir, may God grant
you one like her. True, there was a rumor that she had lost her
head earlier over some young crapulone — Eh, signore, hasn’t
something of the sort been said about everyone? Youth, as we
know, is headstrong and foolish. Be glad, cavaliere, that you are
young. Are all the English young?”

“They are,” sighed Sir Oliver. “Ah, Father, we too are
consumed by the fire that consumed young Romeo.”

“Romeo?” Padre Ippolito repeated, and he took a sip of his
wine. “I think I know that name. Say, wasn’t he that young
sciocco, that fop, that scoundrel of a Montague who stabbed
Count Paris? People said it was because of Juliet. Yes, that’s it.
Juliet was to marry Count Paris — a good match, signore; that
Paris was a very rich and well-brought-up young gentleman — but
evidently Romeo had taken it into his head that Juliet was
promised to him — That’s nonsense, sir,” scoffed the Padre. “As
if the wealthy Capulets would have given their daughter to one of
those bankrupt Montagues. And besides, the Montagues backed
Mantua, whereas the Capulets were on the side of the Duke of
Milan. No, no. I think the assalto assassinatico against Paris was
nothing but routine, run-of-the-mill politics. There’s politics in
everything these days, dear son. Of course, after that kind of rank
hooliganism, Romeo had to flee to Mantua, and he never came
back.”

“Oh, but that isn’t true!” Sir Oliver burst out. “Forgive me,
Padre, but that’s not at all how it was. Juliet loved Romeo, but
her parents forced her to marry Count Paris — ”

“With good reason,” interjected the old priest. “Romeo was
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a ribaldo, and he sided with Mantua.”
“But before her wedding, Friar Laurence gave Juliet a potion,”

continued Sir Oliver, “so that she would fall into a death-like
trance.”

“That’s a lie,” Padre Ippolito said vehemently. “Friar Laurence
would never have done such a thing. But it is true that Romeo
attacked Paris in the street and wounded him. Perhaps he was
drunk.”

“I beg your pardon, Father,” protested Sir Oliver, “but it was
altogether different. The truth is that they buried Juliet. And
Romeo ran Paris through with his sword over her grave.”

“Wait a minute,” said the priest. “In the first place, it wasn’t
over her grave, but in the street, by the monument to the
Scaligeris. And in the second place, Romeo didn’t run him through,
he only sliced him on the shoulder. Look, it’s not all that easy to
kill someone with a sword. Just try it yourself, young man!”

“Scusa,” objected Sir Oliver, “but I saw it right there on
stage, at the very first performance. Count Paris most certainly was
run through in a duel, and he died on the spot. And Romeo, in
the belief that Juliet was dead, poisoned himself in her tomb.
That’s how it was, Padre.”

“Wrong on all counts,” snapped Father Ippolito. “He did not
poison himself. He ran away to Mantua, friend.”

“Forgive me, Padre,” persisted Oliver, “but I saw it with my
own eyes — why, I was sitting in the front row! The next mo-
ment, Juliet regained consciousness, and when she saw that her
beloved Romeo was dead, she too took poison and died.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Padre Ippolito
sputtered angrily. “I can’t imagine who would invent such mali-
cious tales. The truth is that Romeo fled to Mantua, and poor,
heartbroken little Juliet did take a tiny drop of poison. But it was
nothing, cavaliere, mere childishness on her part; why, she was
scarcely fifteen years old. I know this from Friar Laurence, young
man; of course, I was only a ragazzo then, no bigger than — ” the
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good father waved his elbow a foot or so above the floor.
“Afterwards, they sent Juliet away to her aunt at Besenzano, to
recuperate. Count Paris called on her there, his arm still in a sling,
and you know what usually happens in such cases: she fell head
over heels in love with him. Three months later they were married.
Ecco, signore, that’s the way it is in life. I myself was an acolyte
at their wedding, in a little white cassock.”

Sir Oliver sat as if stunned. “Please don’t be angry, Father,”
he said at length, “but it is a thousand times more beautiful in the
English play.”

Padre Ippolito snorted. “More beautiful! I don’t know what
you think is beautiful about two young people taking their own
lives. It would have been a waste and a shame, young man. Believe
me, what is more beautiful is that Juliet married and had eight
children — and what children, young sir! Pretty as pictures!”

Oliver shook his head. “It isn’t that, dear Father; you don’t
know what a great love is.”

The diminutive priest blinked thoughtfully. “A great love? I
think that is when two people are able to get along together
throughout the whole of their lives . . . devotedly and faithfully
. . . Juliet was an uncommon woman, my dear sir. She raised eight
children and cherished her husband to the end of her days.

“So, in your country Verona is called the city of Juliet? That
is exceedingly good of you English, cavaliere. Lady Juliet was truly
an excellent woman, may God grant her everlasting glory.”

Young Oliver, who had been lost in thought, suddenly roused
himself. “And what happened to Romeo?”

“Romeo? I don’t really know. I did hear something or other
— aha, now I remember. He fell in love in Mantua, with the
daughter of this marchese — now what was his name? Mon-
falcone, Montefalco or something like that. Ah, cavaliere, that was
what you call a great love! In the end, he ran away with her or
something — it was an extremely romantic story, but I’ve forgotten
the particulars; of course, it happened in Mantua. But supposedly



it was a passione senze esempio, an exceedingly grand passion, sir.
At least that’s what they said. Ecco, signore, the rain has stopped.”

Sir Oliver rose to his full, embarrassed height. “You’ve been
tremendously kind, Padre. Thank you so much.  Perhaps I might be
permitted to leave something here . . . for the poor people of your
parish,” he stammered, blushing and shoving a handful of coins
under the rim of his plate.

“My dear young man,” Padre Ippolito protested, drawing back
and fluttering his hands. “You mustn’t even think of such a thing
— all that money for a morsel of Verona sausage!”

“But some of it is for your story, too,” Oliver said quickly.
“It was — er, it was very, very — I really don’t know how to say
it. Very much indeed.”

In through the windows of the rectory streamed the sun.

November 6, 1932
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Master Hynek Ráb of Kufštejn

Master Janek Chval of Jankov hadn’t yet recovered from his
surprise. All of a sudden, if you please, right out of the blue, his
son-in-law had burst in on him for a visit, and what a son-in-law!
Just look at him, with his German breeches and Hungarian mous-
taches — in short, every inch the fine gentleman, and that’s God’s
truth. And there was old Master Janek, his sleeves rolled up,
helping a cow give birth to a calf. This is a fine how-do-you-do,
the old man thought distractedly; what the devil brings him here?

“Come have a drink, Master Hynek,” he insisted heartily. “It’s
only a local wine, something a Jew from Litom Íice brought by
five years ago. You drink Cyprian wine in Prague, don’t you?”

“One kind and another,” said Master Hynek. “But I can tell
you this, father-in-law: nothing beats an honest Czech wine. Or
good Czech beer, sir. Where I live, they don’t realize what’s good
and right under their noses, and they buy all kinds of foreign swill.
As if some foreigner’s going to send us anything but dregs.”

The old man nodded his head. “And they want an unchristian
price for it, too.”

“Stands to reason,” Master Hynek snorted in disgust. “You
take those import duties, for instance. His Gracious Majesty lines
his pockets, and we have to pay for it.” He spat angrily. “Just so
he can have coffers full of money!”

“George of Podbrady?”
“The little runt himself,” confirmed Master Hynek Ráb. “He

looks like some kind of barley-merchant. Our monarch’s more
butterfly than king. But things are changing, father-in-law. For
economic reasons and so on. Are things bad for you here in
Jankov, too?”
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Master Janek’s face quickly clouded over. “Bad, my boy. Very,
very bad. Plague struck the cattle in spite of smoking out the
cowsheds. And the peasants’ corn suffered blight, the devil knows
why. Last year it was hailstones — Times are bad for the peasants.
Just think, Master Hynek, they didn’t even have grain for sowing.
I had to give them seed corn from my own granary.”

“Give?” Master Hynek Ráb was amazed. “I wouldn’t have
done that, father-in-law. Why pamper lazy churls? If they can’t
earn their living, let ’em drop dead. Let ’em drop dead,” he
repeated forcefully. “What’s needed in times like these, father-in-
law, is an iron hand. No charity and no dole! It only makes them
soft, and that’s a fact! Worse times than this are coming, so those
beggars better get used to a little poverty. Let them eat bark and
so on. I wouldn’t have given them a thing, sir; I’d have told them
flat out: You yokels, you beggars, you impertinent clodhoppers and
so on, you think we don’t have more serious things to worry about
than what goes down your gullets? These days, I’d have told ’em,
we’ve got to be prepared to make heavy sacrifices, all of us. We’ve
got to think about defending our kingdom and nothing less. That’s
what I’d have told them, sir. Times are serious, and if anybody’s
not willing to die for his country, let him die from hunger. And
that’s that.” Master Hynek took a quick swig of wine. “Drill them
as long as they can stand on their feet, and no words wasted.”

Master Janek stared blankly at his son-in-law. “What’s that?
What’s that?” In his bewilderment, the old man’s words came
tumbling out. “You mean — God save us — there’ll be war?”

Master Hynek hooted in derision. “Of course! There has to
be! What do you think peace is for? Ah, my dear father-in-law,
whenever there’s peace you can bet something’s brewing. Look,”
he said scornfully, “even he knows it, he himself, the — what is
it they call him? — yes, the Peaceful Prince. The Peaceful Prince!”
fumed Master Hynek. “It’s plain as day he’s afraid of losing his
throne. As if anybody could see him on it without three cushions
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under his rump.”
“You mean Podbrady?” Master Janek asked cautiously.
“Who else? Some sovereign we’ve got, sir, thank you very

much! Nothing but peace, father-in-law. Nothing but deputations
and delegations and the like. That’s what the money’s for, you
know. Why, just the other day he went tearing over to Hlohovec
to see the Polish king about a pact against the Turks, or so they
say. He went all those miles to meet the Poles, if you can believe
it! What do you think of that?”

“Well,” Master Janek hesitated, uncertain how to reply, “if
they had to talk about the Turks — ”

“That’s nonsense,” Hynek Ráb stated conclusively. “You think
it’s fitting for a Czech king to pay honor to a Pole? It’s dis-
graceful!” he shouted. “He should have waited for the Pole to
come to him! To think, Master Janek, that we’ve fallen so low!
What would our late Emperor Charles have had to say about
Emperor Sigismund? In those days, my dear sir, we still had a
certain international prestige — ” Master Hynek spat again. “Fie!
I’m surprised we Czechs put up with such shameful behavior.”

Such goings-on, Master Janek thought irritably. And why is
he telling me all this? As if I didn’t have enough worries of my
own —

“Or this,” Master Hynek continued with evangelic zeal: “He
sends an envoy to Rome so the Pope will officially recognize him
or something like that. Asks him ever so nicely, cap in hand, you
know? So there’ll be peace in Christendom, he says, and so on.
That beats everything!” Hynek Ráb banged his fist on the table,
nearly knocking over the flagons. “It’s enough to make our old
warrior Žižka spin in his grave! God almighty, negotiating with the
Pope! I ask you, is this what we Hussites spilled our blood for? So
he can sell us out to Rome for a nod and a kiss from the Pope?”

What are you making such a fuss about, the old man
wondered, squinting absent-mindedly at his son-in-law. Just when
did you ever spill blood for anything, young man? Your dear
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departed dad himself only came here with Emperor Sigismund —
True, he married into a Prague family, but he still wrote his name
Joachim Hanes Raab. He was a good man, young fellow, I knew
him; a very sensible German.

“And what he thinks he’s doing,” Master Hynek Ráb preached
on, “is mapping out some kind of high-level policy. He even sent
some of his idiots to France to see the French king, if you can
believe it. Says he wants to found a league of Christian princes, so
they can have some kind of all-Europe conference or something.
To settle disputes by peaceful means and so on, or so they say.
And against the Turks and for everlasting peace and I don’t know
what all. Ask yourself: did you ever hear such rubbish in your life?
Is that the way you make policy — like that? Who wants to settle
disputes by peaceful means when you can settle them by war? Tell
me, what kind of country would let itself be talked out of war
when it wants to fight? It’s ridiculous; the whole world’s laughing
about it. And how do you think it makes us look, father-in-law?
A spineless move like that compromises us in the eyes of the whole
world! God in heaven, it makes us look like we’re afraid war’s
going to drop out of the sky on us — ”

“And — is it?” Master Janek asked anxiously.
Master Hynek Ráb of Kufštejn nodded his head. “You can bet

your life on it. Look, father-in-law, we’ve got the Hungarians, the
Germans, the Pope, and the Austrians all against us. With so many
against us, here’s what we do: strike first, before they can join
forces. War in nothing flat, and then it’s over and done with.
That’s the way to do it,” declared Master Hynek, and he slicked
back his hair with a firm, decisive hand.

“I’d better see right away about laying in provisions,” Master
Janek muttered thoughtfully. “Just as well to have plenty of
provisions on hand.”

Master Hynek leaned across the table with a confidential air.
“But I’ve got an even better plan, sir: team up with the Turks and
the Tartars. There’s policy for you! Leave Poland and Germany to
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better for us, see? And leave Hungary, Austria, and the Pope to the
Turks.”

“They say the Turk’s a fiend,” the old man growled.
“Exactly,” Master Hynek replied approvingly. “He’ll teach

them a lesson they won’t forget! None of this nonsense about
scruples or Christian sentiment! It’s a question of power, that’s all.
And as for us — I always say, no sacrifice is too great for our
country, sir; but it’s others who’ll have to make it, see? Take no
prisoners, as our Žižka used to say. Us against the world, and so
on. If only there were more true, honest-to-God patriots! To charge
into battle once again, wielding our time-honored Czech maces— ”

Master Janek Chval of Jankov continued to sit there quietly,
nodding his head. I must remember to lay in those provisions, he
thought. Who knows what may happen? Old Master Raab was a
wise man, even if he was as German as a stump. Tyrolean, he
was. Maybe he passed a little of his brains on to Hynek; and it’s
true, folks in Prague know all sorts of things — The main thing,
though, is to get the hay dried. They need hay in wartime.

 Master Hynek Ráb of Kufštejn smacked the table cheerfully
with his hand. “Take my word for it, father-in-law, we’ll live to
see the day! Your health! Hey, boy, over here with that jug! Pour
me more wine — don’t you see there’s an empty tankard in front
of me? Well then, here’s to our cause!!”

“Wohl bekomm’s,” old Master Janek replied politely.

January 15, 1933
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Napoleon

Mademoiselle Claire (of the Comédie Française) sat without saying
a word; she knew that sometimes the emperor became engrossed
in his thoughts, as he was now, and did not care to be disturbed.
Besides, entre nous, what could one talk about with him? Que
voulez-vous, he is, after all, the emperor. And the man feels out of
place here, is that not so? (But it is so for all foreigners, mused
Mademoiselle Claire, pas très Parisien.) Still, there in the firelight
he has a passably handsome face. (If only he weren’t so tubby.)
(La la, he has no neck, c’est drôle.) (But you know, he might be
a bit more polite!)

A heavy marble clock ticked away on the mantelpiece.
Tomorrow, thought the emperor, I must receive representatives
from the cities — it’s stupid, but what can one do? They will, of
course, complain about taxes. Then the Austrian ambassador —
always the same old story. After that, the new presidents of the
courts come to present themselves — I must read up beforehand
where each of them practiced law ; these people are always pleased
when I know something about them. The emperor counted on his
fingers. Something else? Yes, Conte Ventura, he’ll squeal on the
Pope again — — Napoleon suppressed a yawn. God in heaven,
what a bore! I should send for — what’s his name? — that clever
fellow who’s just returned from England. Now what is that man’s
name — porco, he’s my best spy!

“Sacrebleu,” grumbled the emperor, “what’s the name of that
fellow?”

Mademoiselle Claire fidgeted slightly in her chair and
maintained a sympathetic silence.

No matter, thought the emperor, let him call himself whatever
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he likes, but his information is first rate. A very useful man, that
— that — maledetto! It’s stupid the way a name sometimes slips
away from you! In point of fact, I have an excellent memory for
names, he marveled. How many thousands of them I carry around
in my head — and that’s only counting the soldiers I know by
name! I’ll wager I can remember to this day the names of all my
classmates at the military academy — even my friends from
childhood. Let’s see, there was Tonio, known as Biglia, Francio
alias Riccintello, Tonio Zufolo, Mario Barbabietola, Luca, dubbed
Peto (the emperor smiled), Andrea, also called Puzzo or Tirone —
I can remember all their names, the emperor reflected, but I cannot
for the life of me come up with the name of that spy — tonnere!

“Madame,” the emperor said, brooding over the matter, “do
you also have such a confoundedly peculiar sort of memory? One
can remember the names of all one’s childhood companions, but
not that of a fellow he spoke to only a month ago.”

“Exactly, Sire,” said Mademoiselle Claire. “It is so curious, is
it not?” She tried to recall some names from her childhood, but
none came to mind; she remembered only the name of her first
lover. It was someone named Henry. Yes, Henry, that was it.

“Curious,” muttered the emperor, staring fixedly into the
blazing fire. “I can see them all, right before my eyes: Gamba,
Zufolo, Briccone, Barbabietola, little Puzzo, Biglia, Mattaccio,
Mazzasette, Beccajo, Ciondolone, Panciuto — Yes, there were
twelve of us young rascals, Madame. They called me Polio, il
Capitano.”

“Charming,” exclaimed Mademoiselle Claire. “And you, Sire,
were their captain?”

“Yes, of course,” the emperor said pensively. “I was captain
of either robbers or soldiers, depending on the circumstances. I led
them, you understand? Once I even gave orders to hang Mattaccio
for disobedience. Yes, oh yes, and that old watchman Zoppo cut
him down just in time. We ruled differently in those days,
Madame. A capitano was absolute master of his people — I recall
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one hostile gang of young rogues, led by a youth named Zani.
Indeed, he later became a bandit chief in Corsica. Three years ago
I had him shot.”

“It can be seen,” sighed Mademoiselle Claire, “that Your
Majesty was born a leader.”

The emperor shook his head. “You think so? In those days,
as capitano, I felt my own power far more strongly. Governing,
Madame, is not like commanding. Commanding without hesitation
or consideration — caring nothing about possible consequences —
And Madame, what was so absolutely perfect about it was that it
was only a game, that I knew it was only a game — ”

Mademoiselle Claire sensed that she should remain silent; it
would be to her credit.

“Even now, it’s the same even now,” the emperor continued,
more or less to himself. “Often the thought comes to me out of
nowhere: Polio, it’s only a game! They call you Sire, they call you
Your Majesty, because we’re playing a game, all of us. The
soldiers standing at attention — the ministers and ambassadors
who bow and scrape — it’s all a game. And yet no one nudges
anyone else with an elbow, no one breaks out laughing — We
played the same way when we were children, too, so very
seriously. It’s part of the game, Madame: acting as if it were all so
serious — ”

The heavy marble clock ticked away on the mantelpiece. The
emperor is strange, Mlle Claire thought uncertainly.

“Perhaps they only wink at each other behind closed doors,”
the emperor said, once again lost in thought. “And perhaps they
whisper to each other: What a prankster, that Polio, the way he
plays at being emperor; he never bats an eyelash — if it weren’t
a game, you’d think he took it seriously!” The emperor gave a
snort, as if he were laughing to himself. “Comical, isn’t it,
Madame? But I have my eye on them, too — so that the minute
they begin to nudge each other, I’ll be the first to burst out laugh-
ing. But they never do. Sometimes I have the feeling they’re
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get me to believe that it isn’t a game — and then they’d sneer:
Polio, Polio, we’ve caught you now!” The emperor laughed quietly.
“No, no! They won’t catch me! I know what I know — ”

Polio, Mademoiselle Claire thought to herself. When he is
tender, I will call him that. Polio. Mon petit Polio.

“I beg your pardon?” the emperor asked sharply.
“Nothing, Sire,” Mademoiselle Claire assured him.
“Indeed. I thought you said something.” The emperor leaned

towards the fire. “Curious, I haven’t noticed it with women, but
with men it happens often. Deep down inside, they never stop
being little boys. That’s why they get worked up over so many
things in life, because they’re really only playing. That’s why they
do things with such earnestness and weighty concentration, because
it’s really just a game — surely that’s so? As if anyone could
seriously be an emperor! I know it’s nothing but a lark.”

There was silence. “No, no, no,” he murmured. “Don’t believe
that. But sometimes one isn’t certain, you know. Sometimes one is
suddenly afraid that — No, I’m still little Polio, and all this is just
play-acting and dress-up, isn’t it? But mon Dieu, once the game’s out
in the open — ! That’s it precisely, that one can’t be certain — ” The
emperor raised his eyes and fixed them on Mademoiselle Claire.
“Only with women, Madame, only in love is one certain that —
that — that one’s no longer a child; in this, at least, a man knows
that he is a man for God’s sake!” The emperor sprang to his feet.
“Allons, Madame!”

Suddenly he was very passionate and heedless.
“Ah, Sire,” sighed Mademoiselle Claire, “comme vous êtes

grand!”

January 1, 1933
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FABLES

Thersites: Hurrah! Hurrah! We Greeks have won!

Neighbor: He’s a traitor and a coward, that Archimedes! The
enemy’s attacking our city, and he’s drawing little circles!

Cato the Elder: What’s that? Hunger? Poverty? A poor harvest?
No matter — first Carthage must be destroyed.

Annas: So he wanted to save the world. Well, why not? But he
shouldn’t have had that falling-out with the Pharisees.

Nero: Persecution of the Christians is a lie. We’re only rooting out
their views.

Attila: We too have come to save the world.

Muslims: Yes, but we are fighting in the name of God.

Contemporary: Who? His name’s Galileo? And he says the Earth
revolves around the Sun? Hm. I’ve got more serious concerns.

After St. Bartholomew’s Eve: Whew! . . . But we’ve restored the
unity of the nation.

Conquistador: You know, merciful God, that inhumanity is alien
to my nature. But of course Aztecs aren’t human.

Pharaoh: The slaughter of baby Hebrew boys? Purely an
administrative measure.



Bulletin from Herod’s Headquarters: Our regiments have scored a
brilliant victory over the infants of Bethlehem.

Alexander the Great: My goal is achieved. I have made India a
part of Macedonia for all time.

Khan: Just wipe them out! I want them to proclaim me emperor.
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WOULD-BE TALES

The Libertine

“Excuse me for asking,” said Mr. Smítek, “but what do you mar-
ried men know about life? You sit at home in your slippers, drink
your half-liter of beer, and by nine o’clock it’s bedtime, you pull
the comforter up under your chin and drift right off. And you call
that life.”

“It’s easy for you to talk, Mr. Smítek,” Mr. Rous objected.
“You can live like a prince on your salary. But if you had a wife
and a couple of kids — ”

“Sure,” Mr. Smítek grumbled with disgust. “On my salary?
How could I live on my salary? I don’t even make enough to tip.
Why, there are taverns where you don’t dare give the bus boys less
than fifty crowns. And if there’s music? Friend, you lay down a
thousand crowns by your plate and nobody even bats an eye.”

“You’re kidding,” said Mr. Kroll. “I’ve never in my life heard
a musician who was worth a thousand crowns. You’d have to be
a prize sucker to shell out that much for a few bars of fiddle-
scraping.”

“Listen,” retorted Mr. Smítek, “you don’t get it. That kind of
musician acts as if he’s reading straight from the score, but the
whole time he’s keeping an eye on who you’re sitting with, what
you’re doing, what you’re talking about, how much is in the pot,
and all that. If he jerks like this with his thumb, that means: Pay
up, and I’ll keep my mouth shut. That’s the way it is, friend.”

“They’re bastards!” Mr. Kroll exclaimed in astonishment.
“They are. Look, Mr. Rous, you couldn’t squeeze a single

crown out of me today; and tonight, word of honor, I’ve got to
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come up with twelve thousand. And you married men think you
have god-knows-what kind of worries if you owe a hundred twenty
crowns to the corner grocer.”

“Twelve thousand?” repeated Mr. Rous. “Man, I wouldn’t
want to be in your shoes.”

“That’s nothing.” Mr. Smítek yawned voluptuously. “At least
a man’s getting some fun out of life. And last night, friends, what
a night — What I could tell you! Now that’s life, boys — ”

“But debts,” Mr. Kroll admonished him sternly, “you don’t
want to run up debts. The moneylenders will get you in their
clutches, and then it’s amen for you. That’s the way it works.”

“Debts,” tossed off the devil-may-care Mr. Smítek, “debts are
no problem, not when a man has connections. Just the other night,
this banker from Amsterdam told me — those were fabulous women
there, by the way; damn, this one mulatto, boys, you wouldn’t
believe it — anyway, this banker told me: Buy yourself some
Mexican stocks, and before the week’s out you’ll clear eighty dollars
American on each of them. A man’s got to have connections, see;
and you don’t make connections if you’re fast asleep in bed.”

“And did you buy the stocks?” asked Mr. Rous, intrigued.
“I’ve already spent the money,” Mr. Smítek said somewhat

evasively, “a long time ago. One way or another, it all pans out.
I love excitement, see? And even if a night like that costs me a few
thousand, well, so be it; I’ve seen a bit of life.”

“Certainly according to your view of it,” muttered Mr. Kroll.
“Wait and see how your liver and kidneys hold up after a few
years.”

“So what?” Mr. Smítek retorted with a sinfully frivolous air.
“As long as I’ve lived life to the full.”

*   *   *

That evening Mr Smítek bought himself a piece of pâté and a slice
of Edam cheese, after which he went home and brewed some tea.



The bit of pâté and the cheese rind he fed to his cat, Lízinka, who
then washed her face with her paws and wanted to go out.

“You little scoundrel, you frivolous creature,” Mr. Smítek
reproached her, “you want to go out gallivanting again, do you?
Well, you just sit nicely right here at home. What’s the matter with
you? You’re old enough to have better sense than that, you little
slut,” Mr. Smítek said tenderly, and he settled Lízinka on his lap;
then he placed his headphones over his ears, switched on his
crystal set, and listened to what the evening’s programming had to
offer. Someone at the station was reciting poetry; Mr. Smítek tried
keeping time to the meter by swinging his leg, but when the poetry
didn’t conform to his rhythmic beat, he lost interest and began
pulling at Lízinka’s tail. Lízinka gracefully about-faced and lashed
out at his hand; then, just to be on the safe side, she vaulted down
from his lap and glared at him, eyes shining, from under the bed.

Between the poetry and Lízinka, Mr. Smítek found himself in
a fairly bad mood. Still, he read through the part of the newspaper
in which the cheese had been wrapped, and by ten o’clock he was
in bed. About half-past eleven, Lízinka leaped up onto the bed and
nestled herself comfortably against his legs, but Mr. Smítek was
already fast asleep.

*   *   *

“Ah, ahahah,” Mr. Smítek let out a lengthy yawn the following
day, “damned life! Yes indeed, another incredible night, friends!
Look,” he said, holding out his hand, “take a look at that scratch;
believe me, that was some girl — Russian or something, name of
Lízinka — like a wildcat. The way she carried on — ” Mr. Smítek
waved his hand to show the hopelessness of it all. “The tales I
could tell! You wimps, how could you possibly know what real
life’s like? Eh, who cares if a man ends up dead or in jail: just as
long as he experiences life! But you — give me a break from your
middle-class morality!”

February 5, 1928
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The Lawsuit

— — so I’m doing sixty into this curve and thinking it’s free and
clear beyond — I know, it was a dumb thing to do; I just eased
up a bit on the gas and went whizzing merrily around the bend.
And all at once I see this procession down the road a ways. A
funeral procession, for God’s sake. It was heading straight across
the road to the gates of a cemetery. So I slam on the brakes, and
let me tell you, folks, I skidded like you wouldn’t believe! All I
remember is that the four young men carrying the coffin dropped
it smack on the ground and scrambled into a ditch. And then
thwack! my little car rams into the rear of the coffin, and the
coffin flies off the road and into a field.

I climb out of the car and I’m thinking, holy moly, if I’d hit
the priest, too, and the rest of the mourners, what a gawdawful
mess that would’ve been! But nothing happened; on one side of the
road stood the acolyte with a cross, and on the other side the
priest and mourners. I’m telling you, they looked like waxworks
standing there. Then the priest got over his shock and started to
jabber furiously: “You there, you! Have you no respect for the
dead?” As for me, I was just glad I hadn’t killed any of the living!
And then some of the people recovered and started cussing me out,
and some of them scurried over to give a hand to the dear
departed in his shattered coffin; pure instinct, I guess. Then
suddenly they’re surging back again, shrieking with fright —
because there in that stack of lumber is a live man, scrabbling at
the boards with his hands and trying to sit up. “What’s this?
What’s this?” he’s saying, and he goes on struggling to seat himself
upright.

I was over there next to him in a flash. “Grandpa,” I said,
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“you came within an inch of being buried!” And I help him climb
out of the pile of boards. He only blinks and stammers: “What?
What? What?” But he couldn’t stand up; I think he had a broken
ankle or something from the jolt. But what I really wanted to tell
you, after all this, is that I bundled the old man and the priest into
my car and took them back to the old man’s house, with the rest
of the mourners and the acolyte with the cross following along
behind us. And the musicians hired for the funeral, of course, but
they didn’t play because they didn’t know if they’d get paid for it.
“I’ll pay for the coffin,” I said, “and for a doctor, too; but other
than that, you ought to thank me that you didn’t bury a live
man.” And I drove off. To tell you the truth, I was glad it was all
over and done with and that nothing worse had happened.

Sure, but that’s when it all began. First, the mayor of that
village wrote me this polite letter: it seemed that the family of the
presumed dead man, Antonín Bartoš by name, a retired railroader,
was poverty-stricken; that they had used the last of their hard-
earned pennies to give their grandpa a decent burial; and that
since, as a consequence of my careless driving the old man had
been revived from the dead, they would now have to bury him all
over again, which they would be unable to afford due to their
impecunious state. And he requested that I therefore pay for the
spoiled funeral and also for the priest, the band, the gravedigger,
and the wake.

Then came an attorney’s letter on behalf of the old man:
Antonín Bartoš, a retired railroad man, desired reimbursement for
the ruined shroud; also, a few hundred for fixing his fractured
ankle; and five thousand for the pain caused by the injury he had
suffered, for which I was to blame. It all seemed a bit silly to me.

Then a new letter: it appeared that the old man had drawn a
pension from the railroad; when he went to meet his Maker, they
naturally had stopped his pension, and now those bureaucrats
didn’t want to start paying it again, in light of the fact that they
had verification from the local doctor that he had died. And it ap-



peared that the old man was going to sue me for payment of a
lifetime allowance as compensation for his lost pension.

A further demand: evidently the old man, from the time that
I’d raised him from the dead, had been confined to bed and needed
more nourishing meals cooked for him. And evidently I’d
altogether crippled him; evidently the man who’d been raised from
the dead was no longer the same man and would be good for
nothing from here on out. Evidently all he could say was: “I’ve
already kicked the bucket once, and now I have to die a second
time! I’m not letting him off the hook: either he pays me or I haul
him to the highest court in the land! To harm a poor old man that
way! He ought to be punished the same as if he’d killed me!” And
so on.

The worst of it is that, at the time, I hadn’t paid up the
insurance policy on my car, and so the insurance company is free
from any obligation whatsoever. So I don’t know. What do you
think? Will I have to pay?

April 5, 1936
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The First Guest

If you ask me, what we call the “social season” could use a little
more organization. You can rent a dinner jacket or a top hat and
tails; you can rent waiters, piano-players, and for that matter you
can even rent — how should I put this — those tasty-looking
maids, complete with little aprons. You can order up a whole
dinner for your guests and have it catered in your home, right
down to the last roll, with table settings and everything else you
can think of. No question about it, there’s been a lot done to
elevate the level of social life, but there are still gaps in the system,
sir. I might go so far as to say downright critical gaps.

Say you’re invited to a fancy tea somewhere, or a reception or
something of the sort; you ring the doorbell in the best of spirits,
and then, upon entering, you suddenly notice there are no hats or
coats hanging in the hallway. A terrifying sensation, sir. What
you’d really like to do is escape, or at least say you’ve left your
hanky at home and you’ll be back in no time. But it can’t be
done. And so that it won’t seem as if you’re completely rattled,
you say, in a voice full of surprise: “I’m the first to arrive, then?”
And the maid in her little white apron bobs a curtsy and titters:
“Yes, sir.” And now you’re stuck; before you know it, you’ve been
scooped up in the hands of your hosts, and with embarrassment
you mumble that perhaps you’ve arrived a bit early, that your
watch has been running fast, or whatever. Whereas they’re assuring
you almost too eagerly that, on the contrary, they’re absolutely
delighted and that somebody has to be first.

It’s true, of course, but still, that doesn’t mean that you have
to be that somebody, right? It can’t be helped: the first guest
always finds himself feeling rather foolish and awkward, as if he
considered the invitation some incredibly undue honor, or as if he



were trying desperately to somehow worm his way into society —
clearly an undignified position in which to find yourself. And, as
luck would have it, an agonizing amount of time goes by before
the second guest shows up — at which point all the other guests,
those bastards, come surging through the door in a flood. But in
the meantime you’re shuffling from one foot to another in front of
your hosts, and you don’t know what to say (because they’re
preoccupied with waiting for the others), and you wish to heaven
you were somewhere else. In fact, you’re mortified; and from that
day on you never regain your shattered self-respect.

Now consider how many of these teas, dinners, and get-
togethers there are during the social season, and consider that, at
every single one of them there’s some poor devil who, through no
fault of his own, is fated to play the tragic role of first guest. It’s
impossible, sir, to count how many people number among a given
season’s wounded. So it’s occurred to me that, somehow or other,
somebody’s got to put a stop to it. What I have in mind is starting
up a professional first-guest rental service. All you’d have to do is
make a phone call, and fifteen minutes before the party begins I’d
send my man to the scene of the crime to serve as first guest; he’d
get twenty crowns per party, plus food. Obviously, he’d have to
have suitable clothes, a good education, and highly specialized
training. For twenty crowns you could get a student or a genteel,
soft-spoken pensioner; an athlete would cost more, of course —
say, fifty crowns; a distinguished foreigner or a Russian prince
would be worth sixty at least. My professional first guest would
arrive on the spot before any other first guest might appear; he’d
stand around with the hosts until the next guest showed up, after
which he could eat a few canapés and discreetly vanish. Believe
me, whoever gets the job would profit in other ways, too, striking
up acquaintances with the best people; and you know how it goes
when people have rubbed shoulders with somebody socially — In
short, the business has its own social advantages, sir, and it could
be set up without a whole lot of investment . . . all you’d need is
a small office and a telephone . . .
   

November 15, 1936
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Tonda

That business about Tonda? It was like this. Some time back, our
aunt — she’s like a sister to my wife — anyway, our aunt dropped
by for a visit because, or so she said, she wanted me to give her
some advice. I think it was about a horse. She wanted to buy a
horse for her farm, and so she says to me, brother-in-law, you’re
a railroad man, you know a whole bunch of people, including
those horse-dealers who take the train to market, so maybe you
could ask around for a good workhorse. We’re talking about this
and that, mainly about farming, and I’m seeing that our aunt has
a shopping bag crammed full of something or other. I’m figuring
it’s a goose. Frantík, I tell myself, you’re going to have goose for
Sunday dinner. She and I finish talking, but I’m still thinking about
that goose; I’m guessing it could weigh close to eight pounds,
roasted with drippings — — That aunt of ours, she’s quite a
woman. And then she says, brother-in-law, I’ve brought something
to thank you for your help. And she hauls it out of the bag. And
let me tell you, when it starts screeching I’m so startled I jump like
a jackrabbit. I’m looking at one lively piglet, and it’s squealing like
hell. A very fine piggy, no question about it. Our aunt, I should
explain, is a real down-to-earth kind of person; she’s a bus
conductor, but a country woman like that sees the job as some
kind of official office. A conductor can be pretty sharp-tongued
with people and send them off to here, there, and wherever till
their heads are spinning: well, what can I say, a bureaucrat. And
so our aunt, that simple soul, thinks she’s got a God-given right to
tell people what to do and how, but she’s always been considerate
to me, that’s a fact, and she loves our kids like they were her own
— Anyway, like I was telling you, she brings over this little
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porker. Here you are, Frantík, it’s from our sow.
You know, when it began to screech, the wife came running

up at once, and the kids — well, pure joy. The boy grabbed hold
of its tail and couldn’t get enough of how it squealed. Andula took
it in her lap and held it like a baby. The piggy calmed down,
began to grunt, contented as you please, and dozed off to sleep;
and that girl, I’m telling you, she sat there like a statue, the piglet
bundled up in her apron, and all at once she got this solemn,
sympathetic look in her eyes — I have no idea where so much
maternal feeling comes from in such a little pisser. So I say to the
kids, that’s all there is to it, we have to clear out the woodshed
and turn it into a pigsty for Toní …ek. I don’t exactly know know
why I called that porker Toní …ek, but the name stuck as long as
he lived with us. But it’s true that when his weight went over
twenty pounds we began to call him Toník, and later it got to be
Tonda. Our Tonda. You wouldn’t believe how fast a little pig like
that can grow. But when he reaches his full forty pounds, I
figured, there’ll be a pork feast; some good eating, some roasts
with drippings, some nicely-smoked bacon for winter. So we
fattened it and fostered it, and all summer long we looked forward
to that pork feast; and Tonda, he followed us around, even inside
the house, and let himself be scratched — believe me, he did
everything but talk. Nobody can tell me that pigs are dumb
animals.

And then one day, when it got to be close to Christmas, I say
to the wife, it’s about time I call the butcher.

“Why?” says the wife.
“Well, so he can butcher Tonda for us.”
The wife gives me this look of total astonishment, and I

myself think it sounds sort of odd. “So he can kill the pig,” I say
straight out.

“Tonda?” asks the wife, and she keeps looking at me in this
strange way.

“Well, that’s why we raised him, isn’t it?” says I to that.



“Then we shouldn’t have given him a Christian name!” shrieks
the wife. “I couldn’t take a single bite! How can you think of
making sausage out of Tonda? Or eating Tonda chops? Don’t
expect me to do it, or the kids, either. We’d feel, if you’ll pardon
the expression, like cannibals.”

You know, mister: silly females. I told her that, too, don’t
even ask how, but when I got to thinking about it, well, it made
me feel strange all over. Jeez, killing Tonda, quartering Tonda,
smoking Tonda, you don’t do a thing like that; I’d hate to eat him
myself. A man’s not an animal, right? If Tonda didn’t have a
name, he’d be a pig like any other pig; but once he’s Tonda, you
look at him in a whole different way. What I’ll tell you is this: I
sold Tonda to the butcher, and I still felt like a slave-trader. Even
the money didn’t make me feel any better.

So what I think, mister, is that people can kill each other only
if they don’t know each other by name. If they knew that the man
they’re aiming their gun at was named František Novák or
whatever, maybe Franz Huber or something like Tonda or Vasil,
I think something inside their souls would say to them: Jeez, don’t
shoot, that’s František Novák, for God’s sake! If all the people in
the world could call each other by their Christian names, I think
things would change for all of us, and a hell of a lot for the
better. But these days, people and countries can’t see the advantage
somehow of knowing each other by name. And that, mister, is a
crying shame.

April 11, 1937
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The Man Who Knew How To Fly

Mr. Tomšík was walking along a path near the Vinohrady
hospital; it was his constitutional, for Mr. Tomšík was very
particular about matters of health, and an enthusiastic sportsman
in general, by way of being a zealous spectator at soccer matches.
He walked swiftly and nimbly in the spring twilight, encountering
at most, here and there, a pair of lovers or someone from the
Strašnice quarter. I ought to buy myself a pedometer, he thought,
so I can see how far I cover each day.

And suddenly he recalled that, for the past three nights, he
had had the same dream: he was walking along a street, but in his
path was a woman with a baby-buggy; he pushed off gently with
his left leg, and in a flash he was airborne, perhaps ten feet high,
flying over the woman with the buggy and landing smoothly,
glidingly, back on the ground. At no time had he questioned this
in his dream. It had struck him as entirely logical and extremely
pleasant; it had merely seemed somewhat ludicrous to him that no
one had tried it till now. After all, it was so easy: all he’d done
was kick off a bit with his leg, just as he did when riding a
bicycle, and Mr. Tomšík was floating upwards once more, drifting
to the height of a two-story building and descending gently to the
ground. All he had to do was push off with his leg, and once
again he was flying effortlessly, as if sailing through the air on a
gymnast’s rope ladder; it hadn’t even been necessary to touch the
ground, only to move his leg and fly on. In his dream Mr. Tomšík
had had to laugh aloud at the fact that, till now, no one had
thought of this trick. Merely thrust off gently from the ground
with your leg, and you can fly. Definitely easier and more natural
than walking, Mr. Tomšík had realized in his dream; I must try it
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tomorrow, he thought, until I’m airborne.
The dream had come to him three nights in succession, Mr.

Tomšík remembered. Such a pleasant dream; it would be so easy
— Well, it would be beautiful if you could take flight straightaway
like that, just by pushing off a bit with your leg — Mr. Tomšík
looked around. No one was coming along behind him. Mr. Tomšík
casually, just for the fun of it, began to run a bit and pushed off
with his left leg, as if he were jumping over a mud puddle. In a
second he had risen to a height of ten feet and was flying, flying
in a flat arc. He wasn’t in the least surprised; it was entirely
natural, except that it was as blissfully exciting as a ride on a
merry-go-round. Mr. Tomšík could have shouted aloud in boyish
delight, and nearly did; but after a flight of perhaps a hundred
feet, he was now approaching the ground and could see that it was
marshy. He gave a slight kick, as in the dream, and indeed soared
higher at once, after which he came down gently and without a
jolt some fifty feet or so farther on, behind a man who was
making his doleful way towards Strašnice. The man looked around
suspiciously; it was clear that he didn’t in the least like having
someone behind him whose footsteps he hadn’t heard beforehand.
Mr. Tomšík ran past him as inconspicuously as possible, all the
time fearing that too energetic a stride might propel him off the
ground and send him flying again.

I’ve got to test this out properly, Mr. Tomšík told himself,
and he returned to his usually solitary route home. But as luck
would have it, he kept encountering lovers, and a railroad man. He
therefore pulled into a deserted spot off to one side, where fill dirt
had been dumped over the years; it was already dark, but Mr.
Tomšík was afraid that by morning he might have forgotten how
to do it. This time he pushed off more slowly, flying only
something over three feet and landing a bit roughly. He tried it
again, this time helping himself along with his arms, as if he were
swimming, and now he flew a good eighty-five yards, in a half-
circle actually, and touched down as gently as a dragonfly. He
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wanted to try it a third time, but just then a shaft of light fell on
him and a gruff voice asked: “What’s going on here?” It was a
patrol officer.

Mr. Tomšík was terribly taken aback and stammered that he
was practicing something. “Look, do your practicing somewhere
else, if you have to,” scolded the policeman, “but not here.”
Admittedly, Mr. Tomšík didn’t quite understand why he could
practice elsewhere but not here; however, inasmuch as he was a
dutiful citizen, he wished the policeman good night and quickly
walked away, fearful lest he suddenly take off. Perhaps the officer
would find it suspect. Not until he was near the public health
clinic did Mr. Tomšík vault into the air, soar gently over a wire
fence and, helping himself along with his arms, fly all the way
across the clinic’s grounds to Korunní Street, where he landed right
in front of a housemaid carrying a pitcher of beer. The housemaid
shrieked and fled. Mr. Tomšík estimated his most recent flight at
a good two-hundred-twenty yards; this struck him as a brilliant
beginning.

In the following days he practiced his flying with diligence,
but only at night and only in secluded places, mainly in the
vicinity of the Jewish cemetery on the other side of Olšanska. He
tried different techniques, such as takeoffs from a running start and
vertical ascents. Playfully, waving just his legs, he reached a height
of well over a hundred yards, but he didn’t have the nerve to go
higher. In addition, he worked out various kinds of descent, as if
he were splash-landing or dropping perpendicularly at reduced
speed, which depended on arm-work. He also learned to control
his speed, to change direction in midair, to fly against the wind, to
fly with weights, to rise and dip as need be, and similar sorts of
things. It was enormously easy. Mr. Tomšík was increasingly
astonished that people had not thought of it till now; perhaps no
one before him had tried it: simply pushing off with your legs and
flying. Once he managed to stay up in the air for an entire
seventeen minutes, but then he got entangled in some telephone
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wires and thought it best to come back down. One night he tried
flying on Ruská Street. He had flown to a height of perhaps
fourteen feet when he sighted two policemen down below, and he
swerved at once over a nearby house, while the policemen’s
whistles shrilled piercingly in the night. A minute later he returned
to the spot on foot and saw six policemen with flashlights
searching the garden, looking, so they said, for the thief whom
they’d seen climbing over the fence.

Only then did Mr. Tomšík realize that flying afforded him
unprecedented opportunities, but nothing particularly suitable came
to mind. One night, he was tempted by an open, fourth-floor
window on JiÍí z Lobkovic Square; with a gentle bound Mr. Tom-
šík flew up, perched on the windowsill, and wondered what to do
next. He listened to someone inside sleeping soundly and noisily,
and then he snuck into the room; but because he had no intention
of stealing, he just hovered and had the rather uneasy, awkward
sensation that being in someone else’s apartment rouses in us. Mr.
Tomšík sighed and snuck back to the window, but as a token of
his visit, something to serve as documentation of his athletic
prowess, he fished a piece of paper from his pocket and wrote on
it with his pencil: “I was here!! Avenger X.” He placed the paper
on the sleeper’s nightstand and quietly descended from the fourth
floor. Not until he he was home again did he realize that the
paper was an envelope containing his address, but he didn’t have
the courage to return for it. He was horribly afraid for several
days afterwards that the police would make inquiries, but, oddly
enough, nothing happened.

*   *   *

After a while, Mr. Tomšík felt that he could no longer bear to
indulge in flying as a secret and solitary pastime; the problem was,
he didn’t know how to go about revealing his discovery to the
public. But it was so easy: all you had to do was push off with
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your leg and wave your arms a bit, and you could fly like a bird.
Maybe it would become a brand new sport; or, who knows,
maybe it would ease congestion in the streets, since people could
go walking about in the air. And they’d no longer have to build
elevators. It could have tremendous implications indeed; true, Mr.
Tomšík didn’t know what kinds of implications exactly, but that
would take care of itself. Every great discovery appears at first to
be a useless plaything.

Mr. Tomšík had a neighbor, a rather pudgy young man, Mr.
Vojta by name, who was something or other at a newspaper. Yes,
he edited the sports section or something like that. So Mr.Tomšík
set off one day to see Mr. Vojta and, after the various proprieties,
burst out that he could show Mr. Vojta something interesting. He
made such a prodigious secret of whatever it was, that he had Mr.
Vojta thinking “good gracious” or something along those lines.
Mr. Vojta nonetheless consented, and around nine o’clock that
evening he went with Mr. Tomšík to the Jewish cemetery.

“Take a look at this, Mr. Vojta,” Mr. Tomšík said, and he
pushed off with his leg and rose to a height of perhaps five yards.
There he performed different kinds of acrobatics, came back to the
ground, shot up again waving his arms, and even remained poised
in the air, without moving, for a good eight seconds. Mr. Vojta
grew extremely serious and began trying to figure out how Mr.
Tomšík did it. Patiently, Mr. Tomšík showed him: just push off
with your leg, and that’s all there is to it. No, it has nothing to do
with spiritualism; no, it doesn’t take any great strength, not even
strength of will, nor any muscular effort. All you have to do is
jump up and fly. “Go on, try it yourself, Mr. Vojta,” he urged,
but Mr. Vojta shook his head. There’s got to be some kind of
special trick to it, he was thinking. And I’ll find out what it is. In
the meantime, Mr. Tomšík mustn’t show this to anyone else.

The next time, Mr. Tomšík had to fly in front of Mr. Vojta
with a twelve-pound barbell in his hands; this didn’t work as well,
and he reached a height of only ten feet, but Mr. Vojta was



176

satisfied. After the third flight, Mr. Vojta said: “Now listen, Mr.
Tomšík, I don’t want to alarm you, but this is very serious
business. This self-propelled flying could have major significance.
National defense, for instance, if you see what I mean. It ought to
be put in professional hands. You know what, Mr. Tomšík? You
should do a demonstration in front of experts. I’ll set something
up.”

Thus it happened that one day, Mr. Tomšík found himself
standing in his gym shorts before a cluster of four gentlemen in the
courtyard of the National Institute for Physical Education. He was
horribly embarrassed by his near-nakedness, he was nervous and
jittery, and he was shivering with cold, but Mr. Vojta had been
adamant: without gym shorts it was no go, apparently so they
would be able to see how it was done. One of the gentlemen, the
powerfully built, bald-headed one, was a professor of physical
education. His attitude seemed thoroughly negative; you could tell
by the expression on his face that, from the standpoint of science,
he considered the whole thing to be utter nonsense. He was
looking impatiently at his watch and grumbling.

“All right, Mr. Tomšík,” Mr. Vojta said excitedly, “show us
your running start first.”

Mr. Tomšík, scared out of his wits, managed to run a couple
of steps.

“Hold it!” the expert stopped him. “Your start-up’s all wrong.
You must transfer your body’s center of gravity onto the left leg,
understand? Once again!”

Mr. Tomšík turned back and tried to transfer his body’s center
of gravity onto his left leg.

“And your arms, sir,” the expert informed him. “You don’t
know what to do with your arms. You need to keep your arms in
this position, so they stay clear of your chest. And that first time,
you held your breath when you ran. You mustn’t do that. You
must breathe freely and deeply. Now, once again!”

Mr. Tomšík was confused; now he truly didn’t know what to
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do with his arms or how to breathe. He shifted uncertainly from
one leg to the other and looked around for his body’s center of
gravity.

“All right, now!” shouted Mr. Vojta.
Mr. Tomšík tottered in bewilderment and then began to run;

he was just at the point of shoving off to fly when the expert said:
“Wrong! Hold it right there!”

Mr. Tomšík meant to stop, but he couldn’t. He feebly pushed
off with his left leg and rose to a height of perhaps three feet, but
because he wanted to comply with the order, he cut short his flight
and came back to a standing position on the ground.

“Completely wrong!” yelled the expert. “You must drop to a
squat! You must land on the tips of your toes and spring up with
your knees bent! And you’ve got to let your arms swing forward,
understand? Your arms, of course, are reacting to the force of
momentum, sir; it’s a natural motion. Hold it!” said the expert,
“I’ll show you how to jump. Now watch closely how I do it.”
Whereupon he threw off his coat and positioned himself for take-
off. “Pay attention, sir: the center of gravity rests squarely on the
left leg; the leg is bent and the body is tilted forward; I keep my
elbows back, so the chest is expanded. Now do it with me!”

Mr. Tomšík did it with him, and never in his life had he felt
so uncomfortably twisted up.

“You need to practice the position,” advised the expert. “And
now watch! I bounce with my left leg forward — ” The expert
bounced with his left leg forward, ran six steps, pushed off, and
jumped, his arms circumscribing a beautiful circle. After which he
dropped elegantly to a squat with his arms stretched out in front
of him. “That’s how it’s done,” he said, and he hitched up his
pants. “Do that exactly the way I did.”

Mr. Tomšík looked quizzically and unhappily at Mr. Vojta.
Do I really have to do that?

“Once more then,” said Mr. Vojta, and Mr. Tomšík twisted
himself into position, as directed. “Now!”



Mr. Tomšík got his legs mixed up: he started his run with his
left leg, but perhaps that didn’t matter. If only I can do that squat
for him and stretch my arms forward, he thought anxiously. He
very nearly forgot to jump, then suddenly he pushed off — now
for the squat, was the next thought that flashed across his mind.
He jumped to the height of perhaps two feet and fell back to the
ground some five feet away. Then he hastily bent his knees in a
squat and stretched out his arms.

“But Mr. Tomšík,” Mr. Vojta called out, “you didn’t fly!
Please, once more!”

Mr. Tomšík got underway once more. He jumped only four
feet off the ground, but he landed in a squat and stretched out his
arms. He was sweating profusely by now, and his heart was in his
mouth. God, just let them leave me in peace, he thought in total
misery.

He jumped twice more that day; after that, they had to call
it quits.

*   *   *

From that day on, Mr. Tomšík was no longer able to fly.

May 1, 1938
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The Anonymous Letter

So, fancy what happened to me the other day, said Mr. Diviš. You
see, for years now I’ve been receiving these, um, anonymous letters.
Probably — given the writing style, paper, and so forth — they’re
all from the same four people. Two of them use a typewriter and
two write by hand; one of the latter has atrociously poor spelling,
and the overall impression is of someone scribbling furtively behind
a basement door. The second of the two, however, writes in
nothing less than a calligraphic hand, with the most artistic,
meticulous penmanship — it must be a horrendous amount of
work for him. Why these four picked one me, exactly, I couldn’t
begin to guess; I don’t meddle in politics at all, unless I’m writing
articles for the newspaper about the needs and aims of our dairy
farms and cheese-making industry. You know how it is: once you
become the least bit of an expert in something, you can’t help but,
in your own small way, try to rouse the nation’s interest as well
as inform our socially-conscious public and the like. I’d never have
thought that suggestions for improving the cheese industry could
provoke such feelings of outrage. But one never knows.

One of my most persistent anonymous-letter writers is appar-
ently a butcher fighting on behalf, or so he thinks, of his trade
association. After each of my articles he sends me a typewritten
letter in which he accuses me and my cheese of stinking up the
socially-conscious public and trying to undermine the strength of
our nation. The second anonymous typist, who uses an old
Remington, usually puts me on notice that it’s common knowledge
I’m paid millions by certain interests for my idiotic articles, that
I’ve already bought three huge country estates with my thirty
pieces of silver, and that I’m trying to hoodwink our citizens into
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squandering their hard-earned pennies swigging my watered-down,
typhus-ridden milk. As for the handwritten letters, the basement
scribbler writes incredibly vile things about my wife; well, I simply
can’t repeat them, but . . . I’ll say this: it’s monstrous what hatred
and viciousness there is in people sometimes. I have a feeling it’s
some upper-crust society woman who knows us and dictates the
letters to her maid or laundress. The fourth and last, the
calligrapher, addresses me menacingly as “Sir!” and demands
categorically that I quit writing articles about milk this very
minute; he says the nation has other problems and will quite
rightfully dispose of those who deliberately divert its attention with
materialistic garbage and shatter its idealism. You’ll be among the
first to hang from a lamppost, my artistic letter-writer informs me,
just as soon as our people open their eyes to the deceptions and
shameful intrigues in which they’ve been entangled by traitors and
hirelings like you and your kind, and so on and so forth.

It doesn’t matter all that much; most anonymous letters, you
know, are written in very much the same vein, as if they’d been
copied from some made-to-order variation on How to Write Love
Letters or The Model Correspondent. I’m more interested in who
is writing them: probably some otherwise well-meaning individual,
I used to think, who pours out his personal feelings in this pain-
staking fashion and wants to take revenge on me for something —
for what, I have no idea — but in all probability, I felt, it’s some-
one I know or with whom I’ve had dealings of some sort at one
time or another. The truth is, I hate to write letters myself; that’s
why I think a normal person must be incredibly motivated to sit
down with a piece of paper and actually write a letter to someone.

As I say, it’s been going on for years, but it’s curious that in
these recent unsettled times the letters have increased remarkably
in both number and animosity. The belligerent butcher, or whoever
he is, has begun using the intimate form of address, and he writes
things like: “You fat pig, I’ve got a sharp knife waiting for you.”
The one with the Remington now signs his letters “from the
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League for Order and Purity,” and he warns me to say good-bye
to my huge country estates — you know, when it comes to
farmland, all I’ve got is a box of geraniums by the window —
because, he goes on, working people already have passed sentence
on parasites like me. Those coarse, ungrammatical letters about my
wife have become even more raw, and the calligrapher holds me
personally responsible for all the dreadful things that have
happened here, and then his letters end with: “Cut and run for the
border, you no-good bum, before it’s too late! This time I’m sign-
ing myself: Furious.” Of course there was a great deal more, but
it was written in the same forceful tone.

I think that chaotic times like these heighten the graphomania
in people and the need to somehow make their opinions known;
the only thing that surprises me more is how a thoroughly dull
individual like myself could be of such passionate interest to
anyone. I suppose there must be something intensely personal
behind it . . . maybe I’ve offended someone or I’m standing in
someone’s way — how little a man knows even about his friends!
But you know, it’s a bit embarrassing when a man finds himself
staring with a certain measure of uncertainty at every person he
greets: Dear friend, surely it isn’t you?

In any event, late the other afternoon I’d been strolling around
the streets for about an hour; I’d put everything else out of my
head and was merely noting that, by and large, people seem to be
going about their lives these days much as they did in times that
weren’t so historical. I don’t even know the name of the street I
was on — a quiet street, somewhere over near Grébovka. Limping
along in front of me was a rather short man in a cape — he must
have had a devil of a cold from the way he kept coughing and
spitting and rummaging around in his pockets for a handkerchief.
While he was searching, an envelope fell from one of his pockets,
but he didn’t notice and kept on walking. I picked it up and took
a quick look to see if it was worth chasing after the man to return
it. It was addressed to me, and it was written in the artistic hand
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of my fourth anonymous correspondent.
So I quickened my step and called out, “Hey, sir, isn’t this

your letter?”
The man came to a halt and searched through his pockets.

“May I see it?” he asked. “Yes, that’s my letter. Many thanks, sir.
Thank you most kindly.”

I tell you, I stood there as if I’d been struck dumb. You know
I have a good memory for faces, and yet I’d never seen this man
in my life. He was such a puny little runt, with a horribly dirty
collar, trousers frayed at the hem, a crooked cord instead of a tie
— believe me, a sorry sight. He had an Adam’s apple that
twitched up and down his neck, watery eyes, an oily bump on his
face, and if all that wasn’t enough, he had something wrong with
his leg —

“I thank you most kindly, sir,” he said with almost pathetic
courtliness, and he doffed his hat in the old-fashioned manner. “It’s
extremely good of you.” Then he waved his hat in my direction
once again and, with a sort of curious dignity, hobbled off down
the street.

I’m telling you, I stood there on the spot and stared after him
with my mouth hanging wide open. So this is my anonymous letter
writer! Someone I’d never met in my life and I’d never had a thing
to do with. And this man not only writes me, but sends his letters
by special delivery! For heaven’s sake, what did I ever do to
deserve this — and how did he come to be doing it? I used to
think I had God-knows-what kind of secret enemy, and all the
while — Well, of course, it must have cost the poor fellow a
bundle of money! I wanted to run after him and demand to know
his name, but somehow I couldn’t; I simply turned on my heel and
slowly wandered back home. You know, I suddenly felt terribly
sorry for him. I thought, since it gives him so much pleasure —
But if only that idiot wouldn’t spend so much on postage! I could
have told him: look here, fellow, it’s all right with me if you send
your letters collect; you put all that effort into penmanship and
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The next morning I received the letter, sent by special delivery,
still smudged from having fallen on the wet sidewalk. There were
horrible things in it: lining me up against a wall, hanging me from
the nearest tree, and who knows what else. Except it only made
me sad. You know, he’s such a miserable, seedy old wretch; how
things must gnaw at that poor soul; just imagine how awful, how
grotesque his life must be . . .

November 6, 1938
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Ten Centavos

Well, it didn’t happen here, of course; newspapers here don’t write
that way, and here public opinion, people, streets, however you
want to put it, don’t do an about-face so readily. It happened in
Lisbon during one of their political upheavals; one regime fell and
another seized control of the government, just as happens,
eventually, in other lands. Senhor Manoel Varga didn’t worry too
much about it, because politics wasn’t his field; he was mildly
vexed, at most, and he sighed over the anxiety that would once
again monopolize people’s thoughts and distract them from things
which, in his opinion, were more useful and also more high-
minded. That is to say, Senhor Varga loved tranquillity and his
work; he was president of the Association for Popular Education,
and he firmly believed that adult education opens a nation’s gates
to prosperity and freedom, that in work and knowledge lie our
salvation and so on. That very morning he had been attending to
correspondence concerning the highly popular astronomy course in
Monsars and lectures in the city of Monra on the hygienics of
breastfeeding, when his housekeeper returned from shopping, her
eyes rolling and her face conspicuously red.

“That does it, sir!” she announced, and she hurled a crumpled
newspaper on the table. “I’m leaving here right now, sir! I’m a
respectable woman, and I won’t work in a place like this!”

“What? What’s all this?” Senhor Varga exclaimed in surprise,
and he glanced down through his glasses at the newspaper. For a
split second he froze; right there on page one, in bold type, was
the headline: “Hands off, Senhor Manoel Varga!” Senhor Varga
couldn’t believe his eyes. “Where did you get this, woman?” he
demanded.
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At the butcher’s, she said. The butcher had showed it to her,
and they were all talking about it. And they were all saying that
they shouldn’t put up with it and that a rotten traitor and
contemptible dog like Senhor Varga shouldn’t even be allowed to
live on their street.

“All who?” Senhor Varga asked uncomprehendingly.
All of them, she said: the ladies and maids, the butcher and

the baker — “And I’m not staying here a minute longer,” she
howled passionately, angry tears streaming down her face. “Folks
will come and burn this place down for sure — and rightfully so!
It’s all right here in the newspaper, who’s doing what and just
what kind of person he is . . . And to think I’ve served somebody
like that so faithfully!”

“Please, leave me alone now,” Senhor Varga said dejectedly.
“And if you want to go, I won’t detain you.”

Only now could he concentrate on the lead story in the
newspaper. “Hands off, Senhor Manoel Varga!” Perhaps it’s some
other Varga, the thought struck him and, momentarily relieved, he
read on. No, it was about him after all. “The people are holding
you to account for your ‘adult education’ activities, Senhor Varga,
with which for years you have corrupted the soul of our nation!
The people cannot stand your foul, alien ‘cultural improvement,’
which sows nothing but moral ruin, weakness, and social decay.
And they will no longer allow you to continue spreading your
subversive ideas, under the pretext of ‘useful knowledge,’ among
ordinary, unsuspecting young people and adults — ”

Overcome by sadness, Senhor Manuel Varga let the newspaper
fall from his hands. He could not grasp, somehow, what was
subversive about popular astronomy or hygienic breastfeeding, and
he didn’t even try. He simply believed in cultural improvement,
and he loved people; that was all there was to it. So many people
came to those lectures, and now they were all reading that ‘the
people’ couldn’t stand them and were spurning them with
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revulsion. Senhor Varga shook his head and forced himself to read
on. “If the authorities fail to take steps against the havoc you are
wreaking, our aroused people will take the law into their own
hands; and when that happens, watch out, Senhor Manoel Varga!”

Senhor Manoel Varga meticulously reassembled the newspaper
and smoothed it out. Then that’s the end, he thought. He was
completely at a loss as to how things could have changed so
suddenly in the world and in people, and how what was good
yesterday had become, at the flick of a wrist, harmful and sub-
versive today. Still less was he able to comprehend how quickly so
much hatred had arisen in people. God in heaven, so much hatred!
Old Senhor Varga shook his head again and stared out the
window at the outskirts of Sao Joao. The sight was as lovely and
dear to him as ever; he could hear the merry shouts of children
and the barking of dogs — He removed his glasses and slowly
polished the lenses. So much hatred, dear God! What on earth had
come over people? It was as if everyone and everything had
changed overnight. Even my housekeeper: she’s been with me for
so many years . . . Despondently, Senhor Varga thought once again
about the loss of his wife. If his late wife were still alive — would
she too, perhaps, have changed?

Senhor Manoel Varga gave a small sigh and picked up the
telephone. I’ll call my old friend Souza, he thought; perhaps he can
advise me —

“Hello, Varga here.”
Momentary silence. “Souza. What do you want?”
Senhor Varga gave a slight gasp. “Merely . . . to ask you

something. You read that article — ”
“I did.”
“Please . . . what should I do about it?”
Brief hesitation. “Nothing. You must realize that . . . that

circumstances have changed, have they not? Well then.
Accommodate yourself to them.” Click.

Senhor Manoel Varga could not even locate the telephone to
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hang up the receiver. This was his best friend. How things had
changed! Accommodate himself — but how? How can a man
accommodate himself to the fact that people hate him? Perhaps he,
too, must begin to hate, is that it? And how can he accommodate
himself to hating when his entire life has been spent teaching
people to love one another?

Well, I must accommodate myself — at least officially, Senhor
Varga decides; and he sits at the table and painstakingly composes
a letter stating his resignation from the presidency of the
Association for Popular Education. In view of circumstances having
changed and so forth. He sighs and fetches his hat; he will deliver
the letter himself, the sooner to get it over and done with.

He walks along his street with the feeling that even the houses
are looking at him differently, almost with hostility, perhaps also
in view of circumstances having changed. No doubt the neighbors
are saying, “There goes that Varga, who’s corrupting the soul of
our nation.” Maybe even now someone is painting it on his gate
— it wouldn’t be surprising. Senhor Varga walks quickly, this too
in view of circumstances having changed. Perhaps I’ll have to move
somewhere else, he thinks, sell the house and . . . in short,
accommodate myself, right?

Senhor Varga climbs on the streetcar and seats himself on a
bench in the corner. Two or three people on the car are reading
that very same newspaper. Hands off, Senhor Manoel Varga! If
they recognize me, Senhor Varga thinks — that man who’s
scowling will probably point me out: “See him? It’s that Varga
who’s spreading subversive ideas! And he’s not the least bit
ashamed to still go out in public!” — I’ll probably have to get off
the streetcar, Senhor Varga speculates, and he senses hostile eyes
behind him . . . Good heavens, the way people’s eyes can express
hatred!

“Ticket, sir.” The conductor is suddenly standing over him, and
Senhor Varga almost jumps out of his skin. Then he pulls a handful
of coins out of his pocket, and as he does so, a ten-centavo piece
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slips from his hand and rolls out of sight under the bench.
The conductor looks around for the coin. “Never mind,”

Senhor Varga says quickly, and he counts his small change; he
doesn’t wish to attract attention in any way.

The scowling man lays down his newspaper and bends over,
looking under the bench for the ten-centavo piece. “Really, sir, it’s
not worth it,” Senhor Varga assures him somewhat nervously.

The man grumbles something and crawls under the bench to
look for the coin; the rest of the people on the streetcar watch him
with interest and sympathy.

“I think it landed over here,” a second man mutters, and he
squats down to look. Senhor Varga’s patience is at the straining
point. “Thank you . . . thank you,” he stammers, “but truly it
isn’t necessary — ”

“It’s here, all right,” the second man reports, his head still
under the bench, “but the son of a bitch fell between the
floorboards! Got a knife?”

“No, I don’t,” Senhor Varga apologizes, “but please . . . it’s
simply not worth the trouble — ”

A third man sets aside his newspaper and, without a word,
begins fishing in his trouser pocket; he extracts a leather case, and
from that he extracts a silver penknife. “There you go,” he says to
the second man, “took me a moment to find it.”

 The entire streetcar is looking on with delight and antici-
pation as the third man pokes the blade into the crack between the
floorboards. “Got it,” he grunts with satisfaction, and at that very
moment the little coin leaps out and rolls farther away.

A fourth man leans over and hunts under his bench. “Here it
is!” he announces triumphantly, and he gets to his feet, his face
flushed from his effort. “All yours, sir,” he pants, and he hands
the coin to Senhor Varga.

“Thank you . . . thank you very much, sir,” Senhor Manoel
Varga falters, deeply touched. “You have been extremely kind, and
the other gentlemen as well,” he adds, bowing politely in all
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“It’s nothing,” rumbles the third man. “Don’t give it another

thought,” says the second man. “Just happy it was found,” the
first man adds.

The people on the streetcar are smiling and nodding their
heads. Just happy that coin was found, hurrah and thank
goodness! Senhor Manoel Varga, rosy with embarrassment at
having provoked such thoughtfulness and courtesy, sits down again,
staring straight ahead. All the same, he sees the third man, the one
with the penknife, pick up his newspaper and begin to read that
article: Hands off, Senhor Manoel Varga!

When Senhor Varga alights from the streetcar, the friendly
people wave to him through the windows; even the newspaper
readers raise their eyes and murmur, “Adeus, senhor!”

November 20, 1938
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