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E caddi come l'uome cui sonno piglia.—Dante.



A GOOD many years ago, a young man, student in Paris, I was
  informally associated with the great Corot, and eye-witnessed by his side
  several of those cases of mind-malady, in the analysis of which he was a past
  master. I remember one little girl of the Marais, who, till the age of nine,
  in no way seemed to differ from her playmates. But one night, lying a-bed,
  she whispered into her mother's ear: "Maman, can you not hear the sound of
  the world?" It appears that her recently-bcgun study of geography had taught
  her that the earth flies, with an enormous velocity, on an orbit about the
  sun; and that sound of the world to which she referred was a faint (quite
  subjective) musical humming, like a shell-murmur, heard in the silence of
  night, and attributed by her fancy to the song of this high motion. Within
  six months the excess of lunacy possessed her.

I mentioned the incident to my friend, Haco Harfager, then occupying with
  me the solitude of an old place in S. Germain, shut in by a shrubbery and
  high wall from the street. He listened with singular interest, and for a day
  seemed wrapped in gloom.

Another case which I detailed produced a profound impression upon my
  friend. A young man, a toy-maker of S. Antoine, suffering from chronic
  congenital phthisis, attained in the ordinary way his twenty-fifth year. He
  was frugal, industrious, self-involved. On a winter's evening, returning to
  his lonely garret, he happened to purchase one of those vehemently factious
  sheets which circulate by night, like things of darkness, over the
  Boulevards. This simple act was the herald of his doom. He lay a-bed, and
  perused the feuille. He had never been a reader; knew little of the greater
  world, and the deep hum of its travail. But the next night he bought another
  leaf.

Gradually he acquired interest in politics, the large movements, the roar
  of life. And this interest grew absorbing. Till late into the night, and
  every night, he lay poring over the furious mendacity, the turbulent wind,
  the printed passion. He would awake tired, spitting blood, but intense in
  spirit—and straightway purchased a morning leaf. His being lent itself
  to a retrograde evolution. The more his teeth gnashed, the less they ate. He
  became sloven, irregular at work, turning on his bed through the day. Rage
  overtook him. As the greater interest, and the vaster tumult, possessed his
  frail soul, so every lesser interest, tumult, died to him. There came an
  early day when he no longer cared for his own life; and another day, when his
  maniac fingers rent the hairs from his head.

As to this man, the great Corot said to me:

"Really, one does not know whether to laugh or weep over such a business.
  Observe, for one thing, how diversely men are made! Their are minds precisely
  so sensitive as a cupful of melted silver; every breath will roughen and
  darken them: and what of the simoon, tornado? And that is not a metaphor but
  a simile. For such, this earth—I had almost said this universe—is
  clearly no fit habitation, but a Machine of Death, a baleful Vast. Too
  horrible to many is the running shriek of Being—they cannot bear the
  world. Let each look well to his own little whisk of life, say I, and leave
  the big fiery Automaton alone. Here in this poor toy-maker you have a case of
  the ear:"

"It is only the neurosis, Oxyecoia. Splendid was that Greek myth of the
  Harpies: by them was this man snatched—or, say, caught by a limb in the
  wheels of the universe, and so perished. It is quite a grand exit, you
  know—translation in a chariot of flame. Only remember that the member
  first involved was the pinna: he bent ear to the howl of Europe, and ended by
  himself howling.

"Can a straw ride composedly on the primeval whirlwinds? Between chaos and
  our shoes wobbles, I tell you, the thinnest film! I knew a man who had this
  peculiarity of aural hyperæsthesia: that every sound brought him minute
  information of the matter causing the sound; that is to say, he had an ear
  bearing to the normal ear the relation which the spectroscope bears to the
  telescope. A rod, for instance, of mixed copper and iron impinging, in his
  hearing, upon a rod of mixed tin and lead, conveyed to him not merely the
  proportion of each metal in each rod, but some strange knowledge of the
  essential meaning and spirit, as it were, of copper, of iron, of tin, and of
  lead. Of course, he went mad; but, beforehand, told me this singular thing:
  that precisely such a sense as his was, according to his certain intuition,
  employed by the Supreme Being in his permeation of space to apprehend the
  nature and movements of mind and matter. And he went on to add that
  Sin—what we call sin—is only the movement of matter or mind into
  such places, or in such a way, as to give offence or pain to this delicate
  diplacusis (so I must call it) of the Creator; so that the 'Law' of
  Revelation became, in his eyes, edicts promulgated by their Maker merely in
  self-protection from aural pain; and divine punishment for, say murder,
  nothing more than retaliation for unease caused to the divine aural
  consciousness by the matter in a particular dirk or bullet lodged, at a
  particular moment, in a non-intended place! Him, too, I say, did the Harpies
  whisk aloft."

My recital of these cases to my friend, Harfager, I have mentioned. I was
  surprised, not so much at his acute interest—for he was interested in
  all knowledge—as at the obvious pains which he took to conceal that
  interest. He hurriedly turned the leaves of a volume, but could not hide his
  panting nostrils.

From first days when we happened to attend the same seminary in Stockholm,
  a tacit intimacy had sprung between us. I loved him greatly; that he so loved
  me I knew. But it was an intimacy not accompanied by many of the usual
  interchanges of close friendships. Harfager was the shyest, most isolated,
  insulated, of beings. Though our joint ménage (brought about by a chance
  meeting at a midnight séance in Paris) had now lasted some months, I knew
  nothing of his plans, motives. Through the day we pursued our intense
  readings together, he rapt quite back into the past, I equally engrossed upon
  the present; late at night we reclined on couches within the vast cave of an
  old fireplace Louis Onze, and smoked to the dying flame in a silence of
  wormwood and terebinth. Occasionally a soirée or lecture might draw me from
  the house; except once, I never understood that Harfager left it. I was, on
  that occasion, returning home at a point of the Rue St. Honoré where a rush
  of continuous traffic rattled over the old coarse pavements retained there,
  when I came suddenly upon him. In this tumult he stood abstracted on the
  trottoir in a listening attitude, and for a moment seemed not to recognise me
  when I touched him.

Even as a boy I had discerned in my friend the genuine Noble, the
  inveterate patrician. One saw that in him. Not at all that his personality
  gave an impression of any species of loftiness, opulence; on the contrary. He
  did, however, give an impression of incalculable ancientness. He suggested
  the last moment of an æon. No nobleman have I seen who so bore in his wan
  aspect the assurance of the inevitable aristocrat, the essential prince,
  whose pale blossom is of yesterday, and will perish to-morrow, but whose root
  fills the ages. This much I knew of Harfager; also that on one or other of
  the bleak islands of his patrimony north of Zetland lived his mother and a
  paternal aunt; that he was somewhat deaf; but liable to transports of pain or
  delight at variously-combined musical sounds, the creak of a door, the note
  of a bird. More I cannot say that I then knew.
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