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CHAPTER I


THEORISTS





THE last week enjoyed, or rather experienced, by Professor A. may be reconstructed with tolerable accuracy from two sources—from the Professor’s intimate diary, rediscovered at a much later date than that of the events with which it deals, and from the verbal evidence of his son. There is also the indirect evidence of one or two other survivors.


Those who knew the man seem to have admired him, though pity rather than admiration is likely to be the feeling by which those who peruse his history will be most affected; for we shall see a man quite unfitted for power, in his day the greatest living authority on Sophocles, rich in the culture of many languages and times, but for his own time, not through irresolution or timidity but rather, as it seems to us, through a pure kind of blindness, most inapt. He believed against all the evidence, scholar though he was, not only in the existence but in the efficacy of a power more human, liberal, and kindly than an organization of metal. He believed not simply in the utility but in the over-riding or pervasive power of the disinterested reason. Metal was to be proved harder than his flesh, stupidity and fanaticism more influential than his gentlest syllogisms; and yet, easy though it is to name the man a pedant and dismiss him as misguided, his contribution to a civilization that may one day be organized or given room to flower will be found, perhaps, to have been not altogether nil.


Let us imagine, then, the last Monday of the Professor’s life. At ten o’clock in the morning of this day he was standing on the dais of the College Hall, his long fingers turning over the pages of the text of Œdipus Tyrannus, and apparently unaware of the fifty or sixty students, men and women, who were crowding to their places at tables below the dais, sharpening pencils, smoothing out note-books, smiling, nodding, conversing together in low tones. The Professor looked up from the pages of his book and immediately his audience became attentive. Even the most stupid, the Professor knew, would pretend to be interested in his lectures, a tribute perhaps to his ability, perhaps to his charm, perhaps to his European reputation as a scholar. Yet of late the Professor had remarked a slight change in the attitude towards him of his students, and he was by no means satisfied with the change. It was not that they listened less intently to his words; still less was there any sign of what happened, he knew, sometimes during the lectures of some of his colleagues, open insubordination and plainly expressed dissatisfaction with the arguments or conclusions of a lecturer. Many people indeed would have been flattered rather than perplexed by the complete silence that he commanded and the steady upturned faces which he now saw before him. But the Professor felt uneasily that, although his words were being heard attentively, it was he himself who was most closely scrutinized. While he aimed, with his genuine enthusiasm and deep scholarship, to give others the technical equipment and the sensitiveness by which they, as well as he, might enjoy what he regarded as the highest intellectual achievements of mankind, he dimly knew, and was ill at ease, that his audience were, at the best, only half interested in seizing the opportunities with which he was providing them. Those faces, some keen, some sullen, but all attentive, were judging not so much the poems of Sophocles as the critic of the poems, and judging him not as a critic, but as a man.


For some time now the Professor’s name had been mentioned in the Press as the possible head of a Government of National concentration. Where else, it had been asked, could such another man be found? A man whose name was known and respected all over Europe; a man whose integrity no one had ever questioned or could ever question; a man who had shown himself in his speeches and writings to be able to understand the best aims of all parties and yet who was attached to none; a man who could be relied upon to uphold, or, if necessary, to modify the constitution only by the recognized processes of law; one whom neither brow-beating, cajolery nor false alarms would be likely to turn from a course of the strictest honesty and widest sympathy. Was he the strong man? some questioned, and to these the Professor’s supporters had a ready answer. It was true that the enemy on the frontier could dispose of a vast army, overwhelming forces of men and metal; was it not also true that only the combined action of the country’s foreign allies could deter the enemy from an invasion that during the last few years had been now more now less threatening, but always possible? And what public figure did they possess more certain to inspire confidence and respect abroad than the Professor?


As for the Professor himself, he knew well enough how his name was bandied about the streets. That very day he was expecting a message from the Chancellory. What was disquietening to him now was the fact that these young men and women at the University, to whom he would have wished to be simply a teacher and a friend, were regarding him already as a public figure, some with hope, some with dissatisfaction, some, it seemed to him, with a kind of contempt. That they should be enthusiastic about politics was understandable enough, and even admirable; it was understandable, too, though less to be admitted that, in the present situation, this enthusiasm should seem bitter and boundless.


Yet now he was lecturing on Sophocles. Why could they not, if even for a few moments, open their minds to the divine flow of verse and with him enter a world unlike their own, a world where emotion was deeply felt, clearly defined and energetically expressed? Let them by all means be studious of and dogmatic in politics (though how many, he wondered, of these boys and girls had made any study either of economics or of political theory?); but let them at least own the existence and the importance of that other world inhabited still by ghosts greater than the living and able still to live as a source of inspiration or comfort in despair.


He saw his son, sitting at one of the tables in the middle of the hall, and reflected sadly that this boy, probably the most promising of all his pupils, was now spending the greater part of his time in political work. It was natural, no doubt, he thought, and yet his face lacked something of its usual undisturbed calm as he glanced quickly away from the upturned faces and down to the page in front of him.


“Line 102” he said and, looking rather over the students heads in the direction of the back of the hall, he began in his musical gentle voice to pronounce the Greek words:
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And before two or three syllables had been spoken, such was the effect on him of the language he had learnt to love, that his mind became momentarily as remote from the College Hall and the agitated streets outside as if he himself had been a character in some different period of history or a figure in a legend. He was in that world, half of fact and half of fancy, where he could survey at once a hundred cities or islands dancing in the golden sea. Over the waves skimmed the care-free halcyons, and the grey water was frothed to whiteness by the stern oars of heroes returning, for the most part, to trouble or disaster. There were hundreds of ships visible from a golden throne; in a tent was the savage beauty and huge shadow of a warrior stretching out in a late compassion his terrible killing hands. There was a stocky ungainly figure going to and fro in sunwashed streets, “our comrade, the best man we knew, also the wisest and most just.” There were dances along the ridges of the hills, the harsh voices of the sellers of leeks or fish, plague, runners with tremendous news whether of victory or of defeat.


The Professor’s eyes dropped to the faces in front of him. He translated: “Since neither tower nor ship is worth anything without men, the men who should be within them,” and before his mind’s eye there appeared more distinctly a separate scene: in rocky country a band of hopelessly defeated men, the remains of two fleets, each considered invincible, but now either sunk or captured, while the men themselves can hardly escape slavery unless by death. They are being exhorted by an elderly general, proved incompetent, but who must know that the situation is hopeless.


The Professor put down the book on the table and stepped forward to the edge of the dais. He spoke gently and deliberately. His eyes, too, behind the pince-nez, were calm and gentle, but strangely bright with a boyish enthusiasm whenever, as now, his sympathy or his understanding was deeply engaged. “When we read these words,” he said, “we can hardly fail to be reminded of very similar words spoken in a quite different situation. I am referring, of course, to the last sentence of Nicias’ final and desperate appeal to the defeated Athenians in Sicily: [image: alt] [image: alt]‘men constitute a state, not walls or ships that are unmanned.’ Indeed the ships of Athens were already lost, and not many years were to pass before her walls, too, would be destroyed. How magnificent and generous, at such a moment, to proclaim that fundamentally Athens was the Athenians, that every state or city is the men who make it up! May I be allowed to digress for a moment in order to explain a little more clearly what the Greeks meant by their word ‘Polis,’ a word which we must translate as ‘state’ or ‘city.’ Perhaps ‘city’ is the better translation, for in modern times the state often signifies an organization that is in some way divided from or set above the citizens. The Greek Polis, which probably in its original sense meant ‘an enclosed space,’ was very much more of an organism than is the much larger modern state, or the much less self-conscious modern city. There was a conscious community among the citizens of the Polis, rather different, I think, from our modern national patriotism which, whatever its force, would seem to a Greek to contain some elements of artificiality. The citizen of Athens was quite consciously in his own life developing and safeguarding a new form of civilization. He called it democracy, and his conscious experiment, lasting for barely a hundred years, has, with all its failures and imperfections, profoundly affected the history of the world. To-day we can see clearly enough the causes, both internal and external, which brought about the collapse of the Greek Polis. It is perhaps more difficult for us to emulate the achievements, whether in living or in art, of those first citizens in Europe. The Polis was, let me repeat, an enclosure, a safety zone, or outpost against what to the Greeks (and in a very real sense their view was correct) was actually the barbarism of others who were outside this on the whole liberal organization.”


A young man, the Professor’s son, rose suddenly in the middle of the hall. “Stop! Stop!” he shouted. “For God’s sake, stop!” Other students were on their feet, though the majority sat staring in amazement at the interrupter. A tall young man, whose pale face was flushed with anger, ran across the hall to the Professor and, looking from side to side at father and at son, shouted: “Let’s throw him out, sir. Let’s throw him out at once.”


The Professor raised his hand and obtained silence. “There is evidently some reason for such an interruption,” he said. “Let us hear what he has to say.”


The tall young man bowed before going to his place. “All right, sir,” he said. “Only I demand to be heard afterwards.”


The Professor was surprised. “Demand” was a word that he rarely used himself. He looked more closely at the young man and remembered that he had seen him a day or two ago parading the streets in the uniform, half cowboy, half scout, of the National Legion. “By all means,” he said, “let us hear both sides.”




His son was still standing up. He showed no longer by any movement of his body the agitation of mind which had forced him to make the interruption, but his eyes were almost feverishly bright and he stood stiff and taut. “I apologize,” he said, “for shouting out as I did. May I say that I was suddenly overwhelmed by one or two thoughts. While you were talking I saw in front of my eyes the thousands of dead and shattered bodies of those who have been killed from the air in the towns and villages of a neighbouring country. Those men and women and children knew nothing of the Polis, had never read Homer, but had heard of democracy and were pitilessly and brutally bombed. And we, and every democracy in Europe, connived at that slaughter. Then I seemed to see our own frontiers, with a million soldiers, with tanks, guns, and aeroplanes waiting on the other side, waiting for the easy conquest that can be assured by a word from our own capital, from our own leaders, to betray our own people. And we are here now, in as desperate a position as were ever Nicias’ soldiers, talking beautifully about the Polis and enclosed spaces, outposts in which civilization is fostered. I wish to disclose the horrible fact that there is no enclosed space in Europe. The enemies of democracy are in control of our democracies, the enemies of the people rule, flatter, and bribe the people; our barbarians are both inside and outside our imagined defences. And you, my father, with all your wisdom, sympathy and culture are, however little you may like the idea, helping to destroy us. Your understanding of humanity is so great that you can find a hard word for no one. I lack your understanding. I have only love. And because I love I hate. Please forgive me. I know my ignorance but I can see our danger. The word ‘Polis’ suddenly seemed unfamiliar to me, in fact terrible, like a joke over a dying man.”





He sat down hurriedly as though he wished now to escape from the attention which he had aroused. The Professor looked with sympathy, and some distress, at his son’s ordinary face, now calm and almost indifferent, beneath his untidy ginger hair. He was about to speak, but observed that the tall young man, the Legionary, was already on his feet. He motioned to him to begin, and the young man bowed again before speaking in a cold precise voice, choosing his words carefully.


“First of all,” he said, “I should like in the name of what I am sure is the majority of those present to express to you, Professor, our deep regret that such an unpleasant incident as that which has just taken place should have marred your lecture. I know I’m not a great scholar myself, but I can assure you that I was listening, and I think all of us were listening with great interest to what you were saying. As a matter of fact, I’ve really forgotten what it was now, and that shows how disturbing these interruptions can be. Anyway I know it was something about Sophocles, and what that’s got to do with bombing I really fail to see. Only a rotten red intellectual would see any connection. And may I say, sir, that the way in which he spoke of you, his own father, seems to me absolutely disgusting. I happen to know that you are not very much in favour of our Leader (here the young man saluted), “but I should never think that that was any excuse for me to be lacking in respect or to flout University discipline. No doubt your son would call me and my comrades barbarians. Let me tell him that we are just ordinary decent people who want nothing better than a quiet life undisturbed by rotten Jews and intellectuals who are always dissatisfied, and so can never be really patriotic. As for the troops across the frontier perhaps we’ll see whose enemies they are and whose friends. And if it comes to a fight, then perhaps we’ll see how some people shape; I mean the people who are always talking about culture and things like that, though all they do about it is to produce a lot of stuff that no decent person can possibly understand. Anyway I’m a realist, and I’m not absolutely lacking in good manners either. I suppose your son would have started talking about ‘the workers’ soon if he hadn’t had just enough decency to sit down before he came on to that part of his programme. The workers! We’re all workers aren’t we? And as for the sort of discontented scum he has in mind, I can tell him that the only thing they’re interested in is football pools. We’ll give them football pools, and we’ll give some of their leaders, who are all Jews, something else to think about, too. I’m sorry to have been forced to speak, sir, and I vote that now we get back to Sophocles.”


The young man sat down and the Professor noted how his hands quivered with the emotion that had prompted his words. The latter part of his speech had been interrupted frequently by exclamations of assent or shouts of protest from the other students, and by now half a dozen were on their feet. The Professor raised his hand and obtained silence. The smile on his lips as he looked at the angry excited faces showed his wish to understand and to help rather than any real understanding or ability to resolve emotional conflicts which, though he admitted them to be genuine, could not but seem to him somewhat indecent. Or perhaps his smile was just a physical epiphenomenon, a contraction of muscles as his trained mind in a flash saw lucidly its own arrangement of facts and arguments, and was prepared to pursue its subtle and necessary course.


“May I,” he said, “before we return to the subject of my lecture, attempt to sum up my impressions of what we have just heard? First of all, perhaps, I should say that this has been a somewhat unusual experience for me, and I do not think that such acrimonious discussion of what, in a very wide sense, may be called politics is a very good precedent for us to follow in future. But let me say, too, that I respect the genuine feeling that evidently lay behind both the speeches which we have heard. Indeed, the feeling was so great that it seemed momentarily to overwhelm all those powers of logical analysis and arrangement of ideas which are really persuasive and which I know that both speakers possess. May I elaborate this point, and venture on a word of advice? Emotions spring from such deep, complicated, and various sources that they must deserve not only our sympathy but also a most careful examination. The very same emotion—take love, for example—may in different people or in different circumstances produce quite divergent courses of action. Sometimes the very best and noblest emotions, inappropriately applied in action, may cause disaster. This lesson is taught by some of our greatest tragedies. A feeling of sympathy for the oppressed, a desire to assure the greatness and security of one’s own country are natural and worthy feelings. May I beg you not to allow these feelings, which are the more excellent the more strongly they are held, to divert your attention from the long and difficult process of reasoning under the guidance of which alone our feelings can be translated into worthy and satisfactory action? May I suggest that the fundamental aims of each one of us are not very different? We all desire peace, security, and justice. But it is by the conscientious use of our reason, not, I think, by any extravagance of emotion; that those ideals must be realized. Both speakers were actuated by a strong sense of dissatisfaction with the present state of affairs. I share that sense of dissatisfaction. But bitter recriminations, whether on one side or on the other, will not alter facts. Let me implore you rather to examine in the most unprejudiced manner those facts themselves and the remedies which are proposed. Is it, for instance, really true that the Jews are, whether as an economic or as a racial organization, a casual element of great importance in our present discontents? I believe that the best scientific and economic opinion would lend no support to this view. Is democracy to be condemned outright because in some instances it has shown itself inefficient? That is hardly, as I think you will agree, a rational proceeding. There was, I imagined, at the back of the mind of each speaker an assumption that I found, I confess, most disquietening. It was an assumption that the state (I will avoid the word ‘Polis’) no longer exists, but must be, in some way, either reconstituted or purged. If this were true it would be a terrible thing. It would mean that there would be no room within the framework of the laws for reason and persuasion to promote the growth towards that ideal state of affairs which we all seek. Do you remember that Socrates, perhaps the best man who ever lived, voluntarily submitted to death at the hands of an imperfect government rather than save his life by breaking the laws which had been established by consent? I should be the last to maintain that in our state either material wealth or spiritual liberty is perfectly distributed. I will go further and admit that rational progress is checked by forces both from without and from within. Yet the possibility of the use of persuasion still remains—free speech, again an invention of the Greeks.”


The Professor paused and noticed that some of the students had been calmed by his words. Their faces wore an expression almost of gratitude. He had not aroused their energy but allayed their fears. Others were unconvinced. Among these he observed a look of bewilderment in his son’s eyes, a look of self-satisfaction, unreasonable in the Professor’s view, in the eyes of the young Legionary.


He was about to speak again and, after a few words, to return to the subject of his lecture when a College messenger, evidently in haste, entered the hall and, walking quickly between the tables, came up to the dais and whispered in the Professor’s ear. It was the message that now for some days he had been expecting, yet, although he had expected and prepared for this emergency, the actual delivery of the news caused a sudden loaded feeling at the heart, a rush or withdrawal of blood that would have seemed more appropriate to the reception of some utterly unexpected and very bad news. He picked up the copy of Sophocles and placed it beneath his arm.


“I regret,” he said, “that I shall have to end my lecture at this point, as I am called away by rather urgent business. In the meantime I should suggest that you study with particular care (which will be well repaid) the chorus that follows the first episode. Finally I would beg you to reflect rather carefully on the general political views I have just put before you. If you are inclined to disagree with them, please think as unemotionally as you can of what exactly is your basis for disagreement, of what other general theory you would yourselves put forward, and of whether such a theory would be less or more likely than mine to increase the well-being of mankind.”


He went out through the door at the side of the dais and, before he was out of earshot, could hear the raised voices and angry exclamations of the students, an indistinct and unusual sound, behind him. While he had been present they had been sufficiently orderly, but the Professor was an honest enough observer to recognize that they had been restrained not by the powers of that persuasion which he had recommended to them, but largely by habit and the respect they had, not for his arguments but for his reputation. He recalled an incident which had taken place many years before at a time when he was new to the university. He had been walking in the street, and a high wind had blown off a new hat of which he was somewhat proud and which he had scarcely been able to afford. The hat had rolled over the pavement to a place where some children were playing, and these children had picked it up and dropped it into the canal. Though he had been, not unnaturally, annoyed at the conduct of these children, he had realized at the time that their action implied no personal affront to himself: indeed their feelings towards him might easily have been of the warmest friendship. What they had done was rather in the nature of a protest against the restrictions, probably unwise and certainly unsympathetic, with which their lives were surrounded. The reasoning faculty, he had realized, does not develop early and requires certain conditions for it to develop at all. If he had reasoned with the children then, he would have been speaking beside the point. Fear or even habit might have counteracted the urgency of their desire to fling his hat into the canal, reason never. The assumptions on which their minds worked were different from those of his own mind.


In the case of the students, the problem, he admitted, was more difficult. Some, he knew, were still little better than children, easily swayed by any obvious emotional appeal so long as it was directed to some genuine, but unrelated desire that lay near the surface of their minds. Such people would be more willing to ascribe their failure in examinations to the Jews than to exert their minds sufficiently to ensure their own success. But then there was his son, and many like him. A brilliant scholar with an inquiring mind; moreover (and this was the most disquieting fact of all) he shared most of the Professor’s own deepest convictions, and yet he had been the most offended by an expression of these convictions in words. Was it that the son felt more acutely than the father the urgency of the present situation? It could hardly be that. Was the son in greater danger? The reverse was true. “I hate because I love.” These words were to the Professor the most remarkable that his son had spoken. For himself he believed firmly in the maxim that complete understanding would imply complete forgiveness, though not, of course, inactivity. Sorrow, disappointment, and disgust he could appreciate, but not hatred. Hatred, he admitted, might be aroused in a man by the opposition to his humanity of forces that were merely mechanical or brutal. And in human nature there was much brutality, in social organization something mechanical. Could such forces ever outweigh love, pity, and understanding? Not, surely, within the framework of a human community, a Polis. And this brought the Professor back to his first point. Did the community exist? Well he, for one, would fight for its existence.


By now he had reached his room where he found waiting for him the messenger from the Chancellor. He was requested to call at the Chancellory in an hour’s time, and with the reception of this news the Professor felt a sense of relief, not that he desired the responsibility which he knew would be offered him, but because a period of suspense was at an end, an opportunity afforded, even at this eleventh hour, of administering those remedies that, in the Professor’s view, should have been applied long ago.


In the light of what we know now, it may be easy for some of us to laugh at this scholar’s hopefulness, yet it is difficult to see how, with the information at his disposal, the Professor could have realized that his palliatives were about as valuable as straws. He did not know that beyond the frontier the enemy’s plans had been completed three weeks ago. He did not suspect the treachery of the Chief of Police, had only an inkling of the sums already distributed in bribes and, with his limited knowledge, could not be expected to estimate his own powerlessness. Indeed, it could hardly be supposed that a man of his character would have acted differently, nor is it likely that, however he might have acted, events would have been in any material sense altered. What is perhaps remarkable about the Professor is that, even supposing him to have possessed at this time the fullest information, he would not, in all probability, have departed in any important respect from the course which he actually pursued.


The messenger had gone, and the Professor removed his gown and began to attire himself for a walk through the streets to the Chancellory. Before leaving the room he picked up from a table a silver frame and looked for some moments at the photograph of a beautiful face, that of Clara, the foreign lady whom he intended to make his second wife. As he looked at the photograph his thoughts went back to his first wife who had died when their son had been still a baby. He remembered how, as a young man, he had likened her in his letters to the golden Helen or, when bathing, to a Nereid. Both views, he now recognized, had been profoundly mistaken. She had been a woman in no way remarkable for intelligence or understanding, and what had been most important to her had been her womb. Before long the Professor had come to love her as a farmer might love a favoured cow. He thought of her kindly, and with gratitude, but with little excitement. Now, however, his middle-aged love for Clara had enabled him to regain the excitement of his youth, and had added to this excitement a delicious sense of the security that comes from a mutual understanding of life that is beyond the reach of youth. Her clothes, gestures, and the lines of her body were still as fresh to him as in the days when a girl in a bathing dress would call to his mind the image of Achille’s mother; what was new to him was the delight he found in loving her for her ready and sympathetic mind, her wit, her competent enthusiasm for his own ideals. As he looked at the photographed face that seemed to stare honestly at him from the paper and not, as is the way of many faces, to swoon sideways or backwards into the frame, he reflected that now he would need Clara’s love as never before, and he was grateful to have it. She, more than anyone, would rejoice in the opportunity that was soon to be given him, and in her he had at least one informed and unprejudiced adviser. It was characteristic, perhaps, of the good, and certainly of the more lovable qualities of the man that he had no idea whatever of the real situation.

















CHAPTER II


THE ORATORS





OUTSIDE the College gates the street was almost empty. A slow spring breeze swayed a bough covered with white blossom that projected over the pavement from the College gardens. One or two of last year’s leaves, lately dropped, sidled, with a just perceptible scraping, over the asphalt. From a distance, from the factory quarter of the city, the Professor could hear the long-drawn scream of a siren. He took his gold watch, a presentation of a foreign university, from his waistcoat pocket and, since the day was already warm, decided to walk to the Chancellory, and on his way to take a turn through the park. Exercise for his limbs, sunlight on his skin, the mere sight and proximity of other human beings was what he wanted most; for he had long ago made up his mind about the attitude he would adopt in his coming interview with the Chancellor and, until he knew more exactly what new element in the general situation had caused his summons, he could plan no further in advance.


He passed first through the shopping quarter of the town, long, straight streets the pavements of which were already crowded with expensively dressed men and women, whose huge cars hooted melodiously as they manœuvred in the roadway. The Professor was surprised to observe that in spite of the economic and political state of the country these crowds were as gay and as large as ever he remembered them to have been. He noticed that those shops which retailed such articles as bracelets, lap dogs, and liqueur chocolates seemed to attract the most attention from the passers-by. There was one exception, however, to this rule; for in front of a window displaying gas-masks a crowd of smartly-dressed people had completely blocked the pavement. The masks were of different sizes, shapes and colours. Each style was advertised by a particular name and the Professor observed on some of the labels beneath the masks the words “Bulldog,” “Sweetheart,” “The Tooter,” “Security,” and “The Cosy Nook.” The comments of the crowd were, to the Professor’s mind, interesting but inappropriate to the objects on view. A young girl, dressed in pink, exclaimed fastidiously that she could not see herself looking like a pig. A military gentleman was heard to declare that what was needed was a strong hand on the helm. A young man with a beard pointed out, with some excitement, the similarities between some of the masks and the work done at a particular period by a school of negro sculptors. But the majority of the spectators seemed chiefly interested in the ribbons, tassels, adornments, or patent-fasteners with which the masks were seriously equipped.


At the shop door stood a well-dressed and smiling salesman, who, as the Professor was passing by, dived into the shop and emerged again in time to grasp his arm and restrain him from going. “Don’t go yet, sir,” he said, “I think I have here just the thing for you, though it was not one of the models displayed in the window. We call it ‘The Doctor’s Choice.’ Allow me, sir.” And, removing the Professor’s hat, he prepared to throw over his head a large black mask, almost as spacious as a horse’s nose-bag, with the words “Pro Patria” printed in red obliquely across the upper portion.


“Thank you,” said the Professor. “Not to-day. Perhaps some other time,” but he had to employ physical force in order to disengage himself from the bag and to recover his hat.


Even then the young man was not satisfied. “Oh come, sir,” he said. “We must all be prepared, mustn’t we? It won’t be long now, you know.”


The Professor was still somewhat nettled. “What won’t be long now?” he asked rather sharply.


“Why, the war!” replied the salesman, still smiling, and added, “Patriotism, you know, sir. I think so anyway.”


The Professor looked at him keenly. Was this young man, he wondered, able at all clearly to imagine how he would appear if half his face were blown away? Had he a notion of the extremes of pain or of the disgust which is usually aroused by the sight of ulcers or of maggots in open wounds? Yes, he must have; and yet for some reason his imagination was inoperative.  Was it that the nature of his job required that this faculty should not be employed, demanded instead an expression of semi-idiocy, an overweening confidence that no sane person could possibly feel?


Just then the proprietor of the shop joined the group outside his window. He was a middle sized man with closely-cropped hair. He looked, and was proud to look, a perfect, though undistinguished gentleman. Alone of those in the crowd he had recognized the Professor, and he greeted him with a slight but grave inclination of the head. “Good morning, Professor,” he said. “I hope that my assistant has not been troubling you.” The young salesman looked nervously at his employer. He had failed, evidently, to recognize that he had been addressing a person of importance. Smiling more than ever he retreated hurriedly into the shop. The shopkeeper took no further notice of him. With his head slightly on one side, and his hand on his hip he began to speak in a cultured voice and a severely judicial manner. “I hope that our display affects you favourably, Professor,” he said. “I think I may say that at least it is artistic. But I am sorry to say that many of our clients fail to realize that, quite apart from the colour scheme and the lines of our models, these masks have another great advantage. I can assure you that they really are remarkably efficient. Rather different, I believe, sir, from the masks supplied by the Government.”


“How is that?” the Professor asked. “I had always been under the impression that all masks were made to a general pattern approved by the Government, and that the best available talent was applied in the Government’s service.”


The shopkeeper smiled. “Oh no, Professor,” he said, “that is, I think, hardly the postion. We, for instance, employ a staff of scientists, who, I think I may say, are doing work that is rather superior to anything done in the Government departments. They get higher salaries, you see.”


“I suppose then,” said the Professor, “that you are in close touch with the Government department. If your scientists can co-operate with the Government you will be doing a great service to the nation.”


The shopkeeper looked gravely at the Professor. He seemed eager to explain. “Ideally speaking, sir,” he said, “ideally speaking that would be all very well. Service, after all, is our motto.” And he pointed to an inscription to that effect which adorned the wall above the shop window. “But I am afraid that if we were to adopt your suggestion, we should soon be driven out of business. It is rather a question, is it not, sir, of paying the piper? But though our productions can unfortunately not be made available to everyone we can at least say that we are making sure that the important people, people like yourself, sir, are receiving the very best articles.”


“You mean the richer people,” said the Professor abruptly. “I am afraid that I cannot agree with you that these are necessarily the most important.” He observed a look of some consternation in the shopkeeper’s eyes and hastened to add, “But you may be sure that I appreciate your difficulties. It is a matter to which the Government should attend at once; indeed an intolerable situation.”


If the Professor had hoped that his words would have any reassuring effect on the shopkeeper he was disappointed. There was a look almost of hatred in the man’s eyes as he answered in a smooth voice, “I think, sir, that we can get on quite well without Government interference.”


The Professor recovered quickly from the shock of the man’s evidently changed attitude. “It is rather a question,” he said, “of whether the Government, and the people, can get on without interfering. Good morning, sir,” and he walked on hurriedly, forcing his way through the crowds that still stood staring at the gas-masks, and then proceeded more sedately, stepping now and then into the gutter to give way to a lady or a lady’s dog.


He found it difficult for some moments to rid his mind of the feeling of irritation that had been aroused by the conduct of the salesman and the shopkeeper. It was on such people that, in the city, the Government depended, and yet neither of the two seemed to have the slightest idea that the situation was almost desperate. The Professor consoled himself with the reflection that the instincts of the people were sound, but at the back of his mind he was still aware that instincts unrelated to any rational view of living are unreliable and thus dangerous. His thoughts went back to the interruption of his lecture. His son, at all events, could imagine the extent of the danger to which the shopkeeper and his assistant had seemed quite indifferent. And yet his son, like them, was in opposition to the Government, had declared openly that the community did not exist. Where was his support? Who were the men of good will?


He had now reached the park and, inside the gates, paused to let his eyes wander over the chestnut trees, already showing green, the long expanse of grass dotted with strolling figures and, nearer to him, the stands of public speakers and the smaller or larger crowds with which they were surrounded. All his life he had been in the habit of listening, whenever he passed that way, to the speakers in the park, although he had seldom received from them any information which was not either false or already known to him. And yet he had been at all times delighted in watching the give and take of argument or invective that could be often observed at these meetings; and he had felt proud of his country as being one of the few in which citizens in a public place were allowed to advocate openly almost any doctrine. Nothing but good, he had felt, could come of the open discussion even of such views as that the world was flat, or that a panacea to the evils of the world could be found in a slight alteration of the currency. He had been less pleased with what had lately become so common, the huge demonstrations either of the National Legion or of the Reds, for at these meetings he had noticed that logical argument was not often attempted and that the speakers served rather to reinforce the effects of bands and banners than to present a clear description of the views they maintained. Yet the Professor would argue stubbornly against anyone who proposed a ban on such demonstrations. The only interference which he would support would be a regulation by which no party should be allowed to spend more money on propaganda than any other party.


There would be, of course, no big demonstration organized for this hour of the day. The Professor began to walk slowly towards one of the stands which seemed to have attracted the attention of quite a crowd of people and, approaching more closely, read on a placard the words: “Miss de Lune. The International Progressive Nudist Association. Peace and Purity.” The audience consisted largely of unemployed men and women, whose haggard faces, cheap and insufficient clothing would be, thought the Professor, in themselves enough evidence to show to what a state of poverty and insecurity the country had been reduced.


Miss de Lune’s own followers who were arrayed in two bands, sexually segregated, on the right and left of the platform, made an imposing show. The women were dressed in sandals, shorts, and brassieres, and the men were similarly attired except that they lacked what many of them seemed to need, the brassieres. The partially exposed bodies, thought the Professor, were at least well fed; but in this respect Miss de Lune herself outdid any of her followers. She was a monstrous woman, largely crab-coloured, with a voice like a bull. Standing by her on the platform was a tall man dressed in a turban and loin cloth, quite motionless and seeming indifferent to the flood of words which Miss de Lune was pouring round him.


“He is my Guru,” she was roaring as the Professor joined the crowd. “He first taught me the lesson of Liberation. He first taught me that I am a moving shadow.”


Here there was an interruption. “How much does that weigh?” someone had shouted from the back of the crowd, but the nudists turned like one man on the heckler and a thin-shanked youth pronounced in a piping voice the words: “Oh, you cad.”


The Professor himself would have anticipated further interruptions, and it was almost with a feeling of dismay that he looked at the crowd whose tired eyes and sullen faces showed them to be too apathetic even to comment on the fervent oratory which, for all their concern, might have been addressed to the moon. A squadron of aeroplanes was flying across the sky over their heads. Some members of the audience, their attention attracted by the swelling drone, looked upwards but, if they thought anything, there was no expression of thought in their faces. The big bodies of the bombers passed behind the trees.


Miss de Lune continued, still shouting: “My friends, we are living in the Kali-Yug. Let me repeat it. We are living in the Kali-Yug.” Here the sympathetic portion of her audience, the nudists themselves, wobbled like jellies. Miss de Lune breathed in heavily and proceeded: “The Kali-Yug, my friends, is as, you know, the fourth age of world-manifestation, the Black Age, and we are in it. What do we see everywhere? Strikes, unemployment, wars, licentiousness of all kinds. What are these but signs, which no one can deny, of the Kali-Yug? Oh, my friends, how can we escape?” There was a hush, expressive of uncertainty, before the speaker continued: “I will tell you, my friends, I will repeat the lesson which I have learnt from my Guru.” Here the man in the turban appeared suddenly to recover consciousness and surprised the Professor by dipping a quick bow before returning to his state of immobility. “Oh friends,” Miss de Lune continued to shout, “let us enter into awareness of the perfection from which when perfection is subtracted it is still perfection. How simple it all is! We do not exist. This does not exist” (here she slapped herself powerfully on both haunches). “I do not exist. You do not exist. I am not I. I am a part of the Great I. And not a part. I am a shadow. I am a dream. It is so refreshing, my friends. It is so, so refreshing. And it is on this great principle, my friends, that the great body, or rather great soul of International Progressive Nudism is based. Away with trappings! Let us bare our bodies, so far as a reactionary police will allow, to the stars, and we shall forget them. For the body is not a body, my friends. You will make, I assure you, a great mistake if you think that. It is a vehicle, or rather the shadow of a vehicle. To be exact my friends, it is the shadow of a vehicle for a shadow. Let us not, then, treat it as if it were a real thing, loading it with costly silks, protecting it with, for example, an umbrella. Let us gambol in the sun and forget it. Let us lay it every night in a position at right angles to the equator, so that the cosmic rays may draw us into the plane of unreality that is super-reality, out of the Kali-Yug, my friends, into the unmateriability, my dear friends, of insubstantialness.”


The Professor was astounded. For a moment he thought of intervening. Should he cry out, “Ladies and Gentlemen, how can such words be addressed to men and women who have not enough to eat?” Or should he strike at the intellectual foundations of the creed? “One need not be,” he might say, “very conversant with Hindu philosophy to be quite sure that the names Krta-Yug, Trita-Yug, Dvapara-Yug, and Kali-Yug (four names derived from the numbers of dots on dice and which may be held to correspond with the Golden, Silver, Bronze, and Iron Ages of European mythology)—one may be sure, I say, that these names can have very little reference to the world in which we live to-day.” Should he demand evidence for the alleged effect of cosmic rays on a body lying at right angles to the equator? He would do nothing of all this, for what most perplexed him was the reflection that while a voice was speaking and while ears were listening, there seemed to be no relation between the two, and he himself, except as a mere spectator, was unrelated with either. He was accustomed, however, rather to smile at folly than to condemn it, and even now, inappropriate as any show of mirth might seem to the present situation, he was, perhaps almost automatically, smiling at the nudists and their vociferous leader.


Words spoken at his side startled him. “I can’t see anything to laugh at.” He looked round and saw an old man, dressed in black, shabbily, whose thin, peaked face was chiefly remarkable for its deep-set black eyes which, being concentrated on the Professor, seemed to denote a kind of accusation in which there was some element of despair. Strangely there came into the Professor’s head words which were perhaps suggested by what his son had said at the lecture, “I laugh because I love,” but he did not speak these words. “I agree with you, sir,” he said. “This is certainly not the time for such nonsense.”


The old man continued his steady stare. “I very much doubt,” he said, “whether you agree with me at all. I know who you are, Professor.”


The Professor looked more closely at the old man’s face. It was intent, but not angry. “Perhaps,” said the Professor, “you belong to one of the extreme parties.”


“And you,” replied the old man, “belong to no party at all. No doubt you imagine that you will, because you have a reputation for honesty, succeed in forming such a thing as a united movement of people whom perhaps you think of as ‘men of good will.’ Have you any idea who these people are apart from a few university lecturers, some doctors, and school teachers, whose ability in street fighting is, to say the least, unproved?”


The Professor was surprised but not offended by this outspoken criticism. Indeed, there was something in the old man’s face, an expression of energy reminding him more of youth than age, which rather attracted him. “I think,” he said, “that you are attributing to me a vaguer policy than any that I should be likely to put forward. What would you say if I were, from a strictly non-party basis, to put before the people almost the whole economic programme of the Left together with a plea for national unity in the face of the foreign danger?”


The old man looked up at him sharply. “I should pity you from the bottom of my heart,” he said, and was about to say something more when they were assailed by a rich tenor voice: “I say, half a mo, you chaps.”
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