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5
            Foreword

         

         At seventeen I was wide-eyed and thirsty. I was a student studying General Art and Design. I was a sponge determined to absorb everything I could. All new experiences rang with significance – the pictures, the films, the books, the music, the photographs, they all filled my world with a sense-heightening mess of magic. I humbly held artists of any kind in very high esteem, marvelled at their work. I would walk the streets of Colchester dressed in overalls and tweed, smelling of turpentine and oil paint, much to the despair of my mother. I was a proud student, an honoured aesthete.

         At this time, one teacher made a particular impression on me and the rest of my group, although to many it was a bad one. This teacher appeared from nowhere and seduced us into defining ourselves and, in doing so, unwittingly split our group into factions – or at least accelerated the process. What she did was simple and playful but left me feeling as though I had undergone an important personal and creative development.

         She stacked tables and chairs to the ceiling, climbed up and hung up a roll of tape with string. She then encouraged us to draw it as it swung around the room. The precious graphic-design types rolled their eyes, silently mouthed curses, felt for their fine-nibbed pens and bemoaned the prospect of another two hours with a teacher that was so obviously a weirdo; but to others, those of a looser nature, myself included, this eccentrically dressed, enthusiastic, beaming woman 6immediately became a heroine, and we slashed at our huge sheets of paper with our sticks of charcoal. The already cynical graphic artists thought her teaching pointless and undignified, but the fine artists loved her and admired the unashamed energy and enthusiasm she displayed so unselfconsciously. You were either for her or against her. She neither patronized us nor intellectualized, and so created an environment in which we began to see the making of marks on paper as a highly personal, sensual or spiritual act.

         Late one morning I was sitting drinking coffee and smoking one of those very, very first cigarettes, when she smiled over at me and came to join me at the table.

         ‘There’s a book you should read, Graham, if you haven’t already. I think you would love it. It’s called Narcissus and Goldmund.’ The title alone made me imagine it might be heavy-going, so I found myself avoiding the book for quite a while. I don’t know why I didn’t at least give it a go. Maybe I wanted to preserve the feeling of excitement of knowing that something beautiful and hugely important was just around the corner but felt it so intimidating that I was loath to quit the comfort of loitering in an adjacent alley. Maybe I felt flattered that a woman I greatly admired thought me mature enough or intelligent enough to contemplate recommending such a book. I am sure she recognized that I was more an empty vessel than a full one and wanted to contribute a little to filling me up, so maybe I was afraid that I would leave the book unfinished or find it boring and in so doing fail my new teacher. Maybe, maybe, maybe …

         In any case, time went by, and I left the college and moved on to take a degree in Fine Art at Goldsmiths College, part of the University of London. The book had been itching away at me for around three years by the time I finally bought it, turned to the first page and, breathing in deeply, took the plunge. I need not have 7worried. I didn’t find the book at all difficult to read, and I was quickly immersed in it totally.

         Although I now find myself in the privileged position of writing a foreword to this deeply moving and powerful book, I don’t feel in the least bit qualified to do so. I never studied philosophy and I don’t consider myself a ‘thinker’ as such, but I am an asker, an asker of big questions, and always felt there was more to learn and more to experience right from the beginnings of my impressionable adolescence right up to now and my impressionable late youth.

         The clean simplicity of Hesse’s writing offers a vast space in which to push your weightless mind, and, although you can see the universe between the lines, he never forces you to venture too deeply but, rather, leaves it entirely up to you as to how far in you might like to travel. This is not just a story. This book is a gentle arm around the shoulder. It gets us off the hook, reassures us that there is still time, that surrender is possible even if it is a surrender to ourselves, that no matter how recklessly we bolt out into the unknown the journey home is a brief one. It lets us know that even when we become lost in the crazed volatility of what we think of as freedom, reaching the very edge of our own flat world, gazing petrified over the edge at the black expanse of our own demise, we are but a change of hardened heart away from the innocence of our beginnings, from peace.

         We see that outward journeys are easy – essential if somewhat desperate assertions of our will and independence. After all, we have first to be filled with something for an inward journey to be possible. This book made me wonder just how far down the dangerous roads of our early adult lives does the pull of a simpler life begin to tug at our sleeves. When does the overbearing din of hollow seduction suddenly fall on deaf ears? Does the balance need to be addressed? If so, then when, finally, does an existence free of clutter prove more desirable than one of chaos? 8

         I think we can all see ourselves in Goldmund. His experiences can relate sharply to our own, they melt and shape themselves into the mould of our own lives. Life and the material world was designed to seduce, and we ourselves are designed to be seduced by it. We career, uncompromisingly, through our early lives, proud of our strength and youth but never treasuring it. Maybe that’s how it should be, that we squander it if only to mourn it later when we don’t feel so invincible and have to savour each day of our late adulthood. Perhaps this may be why, as we get older, we like more what we see when we close our eyes. Could this be God’s way of making the transition into the next life a smoother, less traumatic one?

         This book has proven itself to be a template to me. It has a perfect and gentle tension and familiar dynamic shape. It’s a book where you can plot your own progress and plan your own happy ending. It has been a source of great inspiration to me throughout the sixteen years its words have been rooted in my head. It is a book that you can never grow out of because you grow into it, and it softens around you like a good old pair of shoes. It is not without its tragedy and its blood and its guts but shows this aspect of life to be as much a valid part of the journey as happiness.

         Narcissus and Goldmund is a well from which we can draw limitless emotional strength, and I am not ashamed to say that I am extremely jealous that you might just be reading it for the first time.

         
             

         

         graham coxon, musician
2006
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         At the mariabronn monastery entrance, with its rounded arch resting on double columns, stood a venerable Spanish chestnut tree, a solitary offspring of the south, brought back generations earlier by a pilgrim returning from Rome. Its broad, curving crown spread protectively across the path as it breathed in the wind, and in the spring, when everything around it had turned to green and even the monastery walnut trees were already showing their fresh, russet foliage, the chestnut’s leaves were still taking their time. Then, when the nights were shortest, it would thrust up through the clusters of leaves the milky-green shafts of its exotic blossoms with their evocative, pungent scent. In the autumn wind of October, well after fruit and grapes had been harvested, its yellowing crown would shed the prickly crop that did not ripen every year, and the monastery boys would scuffle for the nuts that Subprior Gregor, himself a native of the south, would roast on the hearth in his room. Protective and exotic, the great tree gently waved its crown above the entrance to the monastery, a sensitive guest from a different, warmer climate, mysteriously related to the slender sandstone columns of the doorway and to the carved stonework of the window arches, sills and posts – beloved by southerners, gaped at as an alien by the locals.

         Many generations of monastery pupils had passed below this alien tree, their slates tucked under their arms, chattering, laughing, playing, arguing; barefoot or shod, a flower between their lips or a nut between their teeth or a snowball in their hand, according to the season. New pupils kept coming; over the years the faces would 10change, but the boys tended to resemble each other, fair-skinned and curly haired. Some stayed on, became novices, then monks, had their heads shorn, wore cowl and rope, studied books, taught the boys, grew old, died. Others, their years of study completed, were taken home by their parents, to castles, to merchants’ or artisans’ houses, went out into the world to carry on their pastimes and trades, came back perhaps once to the monastery for a visit, now grown to manhood, bringing small sons to the monks as pupils, smiled as they gazed up at the chestnut tree, then dispersed again.

         In the monastery cells and halls, among the heavy, rounded window arches and massive double columns of red stone, life went on with its teaching, studying, administering and governing. Many forms of art and science were practised here and handed down from one generation to the next – devout and secular, clear and obscure. Books were written and annotated, systems devised, ancient scriptures collected, manuscripts illuminated; the people’s faith was nurtured, the people’s faith smiled at. Scholarship and piety, naïveté and subtlety, wisdom of the Evangelists and wisdom of the Greeks, white magic and black. Some of all this flourished here; there was room for everything, as much room for isolation and penance as for conviviality and good living. Which of these became dominant depended on the personality of the abbot and on the prevailing trends of the day. At times the monastery was much sought out for its exorcists and demonologists, at others for its excellent music; at times for a saintly father who performed cures and miracles, at others for its fish soups and venison-liver pâtés, each in its own time. And always among the multitude of monks and pupils, the fervent and the lukewarm, the fasters and the fat, among the many who came, lived and died, there had always been the occasional individual, the outstanding one, who was loved by all or feared by all, one who seemed chosen, who continued to be talked about long after his contemporaries had been forgotten. 11

         At this time the Mariabronn monastery also contained two outstanding individuals, an old man and a youth. Among the swarm of brothers filling the dormitories, chapels and study halls there were two whom all knew and respected. There was Abbot Daniel, the old man, and the pupil Narcissus, the youth, who had only recently entered the novitiate. Nevertheless, because of his exceptional gifts Narcissus had already, contrary to all tradition, been assigned to teaching, especially Greek. These two, the abbot and the novice, had a special standing in the monastery. They were watched and aroused curiosity; they were admired and envied as well as secretly derided.

         The abbot was loved by almost everyone. Full of goodness, simplicity and humility, he had no enemies. Only the scholars of the monastery tempered their affection with a little condescension, for while Abbot Daniel may have been a saint, a scholar he was not. He possessed the simplicity that is wisdom, but his Latin was modest, his Greek non-existent.

         Those few who occasionally smiled at the abbot’s simplicity were all the more enchanted by Narcissus, the wonder boy, the handsome youth with such elegant Greek, with the faultless aristocratic bearing, the quiet, penetrating thinker’s gaze and the narrow, finely chiselled lips. The scholars loved him for his wonderful Greek. Almost everyone loved him for his nobility and refinement; many fell in love with him. Some resented his extreme quietness and self-control, his courtly manners.

         Abbot and novice: each in his own way bore the fate of the chosen; dominating in his own way, suffering in his own way. Each felt more akin to the other, more attracted to him, than to the rest of the monastic community. Yet neither could get close to the other; neither could warm to the other. The abbot treated the youth with the utmost care, the utmost consideration, was concerned for him as for a rare, delicate, perhaps precocious, perhaps endangered, brother. 12The youth accepted every order, every advice, every word of praise from the abbot with perfect composure, never contradicting, never put out; and if the abbot’s assessment of him was correct and his only vice was pride, he was wonderfully skilful at concealing it. There was nothing that could be said against him; he was perfect, superior to everyone. Yet few, apart from the scholars, really became friends with him, and his superiority enveloped him like a chilling cloud.

         ‘Narcissus,’ the abbot said one day after hearing his confession, ‘I must admit to being guilty of having judged you harshly. I have often considered you proud, and I may have done you an injustice. You are very much alone, my young brother. You are lonely, you have admirers but no friends. I wish I had cause to rebuke you now and again, but I never have reason to do so. I wish you would sometimes misbehave, the way most young people of your age so readily do. You never do. There are times when I am a little anxious about you, Narcissus.’

         The youth raised his dark eyes to the old man.

         ‘I greatly desire, gracious Father, not to cause you any anxiety. It may well be that I am proud, gracious Father. I ask you to punish me for that. At times I even wish to punish myself. Send me to a hermitage, Father, or order me to perform lowly duties.’

         ‘For both those things you are too young, dear brother,’ said the abbot. ‘Moreover, you have a great capacity for languages and thinking, my son. It would be a waste of those gifts from God if I were to assign you to lowly duties. Probably you will become a teacher and a scholar. Do you not wish that yourself?’

         ‘Forgive me, Father, I am really not so sure about my wishes. I shall always take pleasure in scholarly pursuits – how could I do otherwise? But I do not believe that those will be my only sphere. After all, it may not always be a person’s wishes that determine his destiny and mission. It may be something else, something predestined.’ 13

         The abbot listened gravely, yet there was a smile on his old face as he said: ‘From whatever knowledge I have acquired about human beings, it seems we all tend, especially in our youth, to confuse providence with our wishes. But since you believe you have some foreknowledge of your destiny, tell me something about it. For what do you believe yourself destined?’

         Narcissus half closed his dark eyes so that they disappeared under his long black lashes. He said nothing.

         ‘Speak, my son,’ the abbot prompted him after a long wait.

         In a low voice and with downcast eyes, Narcissus began to speak: ‘I believe I know, gracious Father, that above all I am destined for the monastic life. I shall, I believe, become a monk, a priest, a subprior and perhaps an abbot. I do not believe this because I wish it. My wish is not to hold office, but offices will be imposed upon me.’

         For a long time neither spoke.

         ‘Why do you believe this?’ the old man asked hesitatingly. ‘What can there be in your character, apart from your erudition, that finds expression in that belief?’

         ‘It is the attribute,’ Narcissus said slowly, ‘of having a feeling for the nature and destiny of people, not only for my own but for those of others, too. This attribute compels me to serve others by having power over them. Had I not been born to the monastic life I would have to become a judge or a statesman.’

         ‘That may be,’ the abbot nodded. ‘Have you tested your ability to recognize people and their destinies on any examples?’

         ‘I have.’

         ‘Are you prepared to give me an example?’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘Good. Since I would not like to pry into the secrets of our brothers without their knowledge, perhaps you would care to tell me what you believe you know about me, your abbot Daniel.’ 14

         Narcissus raised his lids and looked the abbot in the eye.

         ‘Is that an order, gracious Father?’

         ‘An order.’

         ‘I find it difficult to speak, Father.’

         ‘I, too, find it difficult, my young brother, to compel you to speak. Yet I do so. Speak!’

         Narcissus bent his head and continued in a whisper: ‘There is not much that I know about you, reverend Father. I know that you are a servant of God who would rather be a goatherd, or ring a little bell in a hermitage and take confessions from the peasants, than rule over a great monastery. I know that you have a special love for the holy Mother of God and pray most often to Her. Sometimes you pray that Greek and other knowledge pursued in this monastery may not confuse or endanger the souls of those in your charge. Sometimes you pray that you may not lose patience with Subprior Gregor. Sometimes you pray for a peaceful end. And your prayers will, I believe, be heard, and you will have a peaceful end.’

         There was silence in the abbot’s little reception room. At last the old man spoke. ‘You are a visionary,’ the aged abbot said with a smile. ‘Even pious and kindly visions can deceive. Do not rely upon them, even as I do not. Can you see into my heart, Brother Visionary, and know what I am thinking about this matter?’

         ‘I can see, Father, that you are thinking most kindly about it. You are thinking as follows: “This young pupil is in some slight danger. He has visions, he may have meditated overmuch. I could impose a penance on him. It would do him no harm. But I shall also take upon myself the penance I impose upon him.” That is what you have just been thinking.’

         The abbot rose. With a smile he indicated to the novice that it was time for him to leave. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Do not take your visions too seriously, my young brother. God requires many things from us other than having visions. Let us assume that you have flattered an 15old man by promising him an easy death. Let us assume that for a moment the old man was glad to hear this promise. Now it is enough. You are to pray a rosary, tomorrow after early mass. You are to pray with humility and devotion and not perfunctorily, and I shall do the same. Now go, Narcissus, we have talked enough.’

         On another occasion Abbot Daniel had to mediate between the youngest of the teaching monks and Narcissus, who could not agree on a certain point in the curriculum. Narcissus argued passionately for the introduction of certain changes in the teaching methods and was able to justify these convincingly. Father Lorenz, on the other hand, out of a kind of jealousy, refused to consider them, and each new discussion was followed by days of hurt silence and sulking, until Narcissus, convinced that he was right, would bring up the subject again. Finally Father Lorenz said, in a slightly offended tone: ‘Very well, Narcissus, let us put an end to this argument. You know that it is for me to decide, not you. You are not my colleague but my assistant, and it is for you to yield to me. However, since the matter seems to be of such great importance to you, and since, although superior to you in authority, I am not your superior in knowledge and talent, I shall not make the decision myself. Instead we shall put it before our Father Abbot and let him decide.’

         This they did, and Abbot Daniel listened patiently and benignly to the two scholars’ argument about their views on teaching grammar. After they had both presented and backed up their opinions at length, the abbot looked at them with a twinkle, shook his old grey head a little, and said:

         ‘Dear brothers, I am sure neither of you believes that I know as much about these matters as you do. It is laudable of Narcissus that he should have the school so much at heart, and that he should be trying to improve the curriculum. But if his superior is of a different opinion, Narcissus must be silent and obey, for no amount of 16improvement in the school could be set above any disruption of the order and obedience in this house that would result. I must rebuke Narcissus for not knowing when to yield. And as for you two young scholars, I wish you may never lack for superiors who are more stupid than you! There is no better remedy for pride.’

         With this good-natured little joke he dismissed them. But he was careful to keep an eye on them during the next few days to see whether the two young teachers were once again on good terms.

         
             

         

         And now it came about that a new face appeared in the monastery which saw so many faces come and go, and that this new face was not among the unnoticed and fast forgotten. It was a youth who, already enrolled in advance by his father, arrived one spring day to become a pupil at the monastery school. They, the youth and his father, tethered their horses to the chestnut tree and were met by the doorkeeper emerging from the entrance.

         The boy looked up at the still-leafless tree. ‘I have never seen a tree like that,’ he said. ‘What a strange, beautiful tree! I wish I knew what it was called!’

         The father, an elderly gentleman with a careworn, somewhat pinched face, ignored the boy’s words, but the doorkeeper, who immediately took a liking to the boy, told him the name of the tree. The boy thanked him politely, held out his hand, and said: ‘My name is Goldmund, and I am to go to school here.’ The man gave him a smile and led the new arrivals through the entrance and up the wide stone staircase. Thus Goldmund entered the monastery with confidence and the feeling of having already met two beings in this place whose friend he could be: the tree and the doorkeeper.

         The new arrivals were received first by Father Principal, then in the evening by the abbot himself. On both occasions the father, an 17imperial official, presented his son Goldmund; and although he was invited to remain in the house for a while as a guest, he made use of his right to hospitality for only one night, stating that he would have to return home the next day. As a gift he offered the monastery one of his two horses, and the gift was accepted. The conversation with the two clerics was polite and cool, but both the abbot and the principal looked upon the respectfully silent Goldmund with favour. They immediately liked the handsome boy with the delicate features. As for the father, they felt no regret at his departure the following day, whereas they were glad to keep the son.

         Goldmund was introduced to the teachers and assigned a bed in the pupils’ dormitory. Respectfully and with a sad expression he said goodbye to his father as the latter rode away, gazing after him until he disappeared between granary and mill through the narrow arched gate of the outer courtyard. A tear hung from one fair eyelash when the boy turned round, but the doorkeeper was already at hand to welcome him with an affectionate pat on the shoulder.

         ‘Young master,’ he consoled him, ‘you mustn’t be sad. At first most of the boys feel a bit homesick for their father and mother or their brothers and sisters. But you’ll soon find out – life’s quite good here too, in fact not bad at all.’

         ‘Thank you, Brother Doorkeeper,’ the boy replied. ‘I have no brothers or sisters, and no mother. I have only my father.’

         ‘Well then, you’ll find friends instead, and scholarship and music and new games you’ve never heard of, all kinds of things, you’ll see. And if you need a helping hand at any time, just come to me.’

         Goldmund smiled at him. ‘Oh, thank you so much! And if you want to do me a favour, please show me some time where our horse is kept, the one my father left here. I’d like to go and see it and make sure it’s being looked after.’ 18

         The doorkeeper took him along at once and led him into the stable next to the granary. In the dim light there was a sharp smell of horses, of manure and barley, and in one of the stalls Goldmund found the brown horse that had carried him there. The animal had already recognized him and stretched out its head towards him. Goldmund placed his two hands around its neck, leaned his cheek against the broad forehead with the white patch, stroked the animal fondly and whispered into its ear: ‘How are you, Blaze, dear pony, good boy, are you all right? Do you still love me? Have they fed you? Are you homesick too? Dear Blaze, dear little fellow, how glad I am you’re staying here too, I’ll come and visit you often and make sure you’re all right.’ From his cuff he pulled a piece of bread he had saved from breakfast and fed it in little pieces to the animal. Then he said goodbye and followed the doorkeeper across the courtyard, which was as wide as the market square of a big town and had linden trees growing here and there on it. At the inner entrance he thanked the doorkeeper, but after shaking hands with him realized he had forgotten the way to his classroom, which he had been shown the previous day. He gave a little laugh, blushed and asked the doorkeeper to show it to him, which he gladly did. In the classroom Goldmund found a dozen boys and youths seated on benches, and Narcissus, the teaching assistant, turned round.

         ‘I am Goldmund,’ he said, ‘the new pupil.’

         Narcissus nodded briefly. Without smiling, he indicated a place on a bench at the back and at once resumed the lesson.

         Goldmund sat down. He was amazed to find such a young teacher, scarcely a few years older than himself – amazed and pleased to find this young teacher so handsome, so distinguished-looking, so serious, yet so attractive and charming. The doorkeeper had been kind, the abbot had given him a friendly welcome; over in the stable stood Blaze, a little bit of home, and now here was this amazingly young 19teacher, with the gravity of a scholar and the nobility of a prince, and with such a disciplined, cool, compelling voice! He listened gratefully, yet without immediately grasping the nature of the subject. He felt at ease. He had landed among good, worthy people, and he was prepared to love them and to seek their friendship. As he lay in bed after waking up that morning, still tired from the long journey, he had felt apprehensive, and in saying goodbye to his father he had been unable to hold back a few tears. But now everything seemed all right: he was content. Gazing long and often at the young teacher, he delighted in the firm, slender figure, the coolly flashing eyes, the firm lips forming clear, crisp syllables, the vibrant, untiring voice.

         But when the lesson was over and the pupils scrambled noisily to their feet, Goldmund was startled and somewhat ashamed to realize that he had been asleep for quite a while. Nor was he the only one to notice: the other boys on his bench had noticed too and had passed along the information in whispers. The young teacher was scarcely out of the room before the other boys started tugging and cuffing Goldmund from all sides.

         ‘Had a good sleep?’ one of them asked with a grin.

         ‘Fine pupil!’ mocked another. ‘Sure to become a great luminary of the Church! Nods off in the very first lesson!’

         ‘Take the little brat to bed!’ someone suggested, and amid general laughter they seized him by the arms and legs to carry him off.

         Furious at being roused in this way, Goldmund hit out in all directions, trying to get free, and was cuffed and finally dropped while one of them still hung on to his foot. He violently kicked him away, hurled himself at the nearest boy who didn’t back off, and was immediately involved in a fierce fight. His opponent was a hefty fellow, and the rest of them watched the contest gleefully. When Goldmund did not succumb and landed a few good punches on his hefty adversary, he quickly gained some friends among the others even without knowing 20the name of a single one of them. But suddenly they all scattered in haste, seconds before Father Martin, the school principal, entered and stood before the sole remaining boy. In some surprise he stared at Goldmund, whose blue eyes looked with embarrassment out of his beet-red, somewhat battered face.

         ‘Well, well, what’s the matter with you?’ he asked. ‘You’re Goldmund, aren’t you? Did they do you any harm, those young ruffians?’

         ‘Oh no,’ said the boy. ‘I took care of him!’

         ‘Took care of whom?’

         ‘I don’t know. I don’t know any of them yet. One of them fought me.’

         ‘I see. Did he start it?’

         ‘I don’t know. No, I think I started it myself. They were teasing me, and I got angry.’

         ‘Well, you’re off to a fine start, my boy. Now remember this. If you ever get into another fight here in the schoolroom, you’ll be punished. And now hurry up and go to supper – off you go!’

         Smiling, he watched the contrite Goldmund running off and trying as he ran to comb his ruffled fair hair with his fingers.

         Goldmund was himself of the opinion that his first deed in this monastic life had been pretty stupid and naughty. Somewhat remorseful, he went in search of his schoolmates and found them at supper, but he was welcomed with friendly respect. He made honourable peace with his enemy and from then on felt accepted by the group.
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         Although before long Goldmund was on friendly terms with everyone, it was some time before he found a friend. There was no one among his schoolmates to whom he felt especially close, let alone attracted. They in turn were surprised to find the plucky pugilist, whom they tended to regard as an amiable ruffian, to be a very peaceable fellow who seemed more intent on achieving fame as a model pupil.

         There were two people in the monastery to whom Goldmund felt emotionally drawn, who occupied his thoughts, whom he admired, loved and revered: the abbot Daniel and the teaching assistant Narcissus. He was inclined to regard the abbot as a saint. His simplicity and goodness, his clear, thoughtful gaze; the way he governed and issued orders, humbly as if performing a service; his benevolent, quiet gestures: all this exerted a powerful attraction on him. He wished he could have become the personal servant of this pious man; then he could always have been at his side, in obedience and attendance, could have offered up to him as a perpetual sacrifice all his boyish yearnings for devotion and dedication, could have learned from him how to live a noble, pure and saintly life. For it was Goldmund’s intention not only to complete his schooling at the monastery, but if possible to remain entirely and permanently at the monastery and dedicate his life to God. That was his purpose, that was his father’s wish and bidding, and that no doubt was God’s own will and command. No one seemed to perceive that this fair and smiling boy carried a burden from his past, that he was secretly destined for atonement and 22sacrifice. Even the abbot failed to see this, although Goldmund’s father had dropped a few hints and made it clear that he wished his son to remain indefinitely at the monastery. There seemed to be some secret blemish associated with Goldmund’s birth, something unspoken that demanded atonement. But the abbot had not cared very much for the father; he had met his words, in fact his whole somewhat pompous demeanour, with polite aloofness and had attached no particular importance to those hints.

         The other person who aroused Goldmund’s love had a keener eye and suspected more, but he held back. Narcissus was well aware that a beautiful golden bird had winged its way to him. Isolated as he was in his superiority, Narcissus had quickly sensed their kinship, although seeming to be Goldmund’s very opposite in all things. Whereas Narcissus was dark and lean, Goldmund was sunny and rosy-cheeked. Whereas Narcissus was a thinker and an analyst, Goldmund appeared to be a dreamer and a childlike soul. But the contrasts were overarched by one common quality: both were exceptional people; both were set apart from others by conspicuous gifts and signs, and on both of them destiny had conferred a special mandate.

         Narcissus passionately empathized with this young soul, whose nature and destiny he had soon recognized. Goldmund ardently admired his personable, erudite teacher. But Goldmund was shy; he knew of no other way to gain Narcissus’s favour than by striving to the point of exhaustion to be an attentive, studious pupil. Nor was it shyness alone that restrained him: he also had a feeling that Narcissus was a danger to him. He could not have the good, humble abbot as his ideal and model and at the same time the sophisticated, erudite, astute Narcissus. Yet with all the spiritual strength of his youth he strove to emulate both irreconcilable ideals. This struggle was often painful. During his first months as a pupil, Goldmund sometimes felt so emotionally confused and torn in different directions that he 23was strongly tempted to run away, or to vent his distress and pent-up rage in the company of his schoolmates. Good-natured though he was, some minor teasing or juvenile prank would often cause such rage to flare up inside him that he could contain himself only with the utmost effort and, deathly pale, eyes closed, would turn silently away. Then he would go off to the stable, to his pony Blaze, to lean his head against its neck, to kiss the animal and weep as he stood beside it. And gradually his suffering increased and became noticeable. His cheeks grew hollow, his eyes lost their lustre, his laughter, loved by all, was seldom heard.

         Even he did not know what was happening to him. It was his honest desire and determination to be a good pupil, to be accepted before long into the novitiate, and then become a pious, unassuming brother of the monks. Convinced that all his powers and gifts tended towards that mild, religious goal, he knew no other aspirations and felt strangely sad when forced to acknowledge that this simple, beautiful goal was so hard to attain. At times he was discouraged and puzzled to note some reprehensible tendencies in himself: reluctance and lack of concentration at his studies; day-dreaming or dozing in the classroom; rebelliousness and aversion towards the Latin teacher; irritability and angry impatience with his schoolmates. And most confusing of all was that his love for Narcissus was so greatly at odds with his love for Abbot Daniel. Yet sometimes he believed with profound certainty that Narcissus loved him too, that he sensed his plight and was waiting for him.

         In fact, Narcissus’s thoughts were far more occupied with him than the boy suspected. He wanted this handsome, bright, lovable boy as his friend; in him he sensed his opposite and complement. He would have liked him at his side, to guide and enlighten him, enhance him and bring about his flowering. But he refrained, for many reasons, and he was aware of almost all of them. Above all he was inhibited 24by his disgust for those far from rare teachers and monks who fell in love with pupils or novices. All too often he had himself felt with repugnance the lustful eyes of older men resting on him; all too often he had silently warded off their advances and attempted caresses. Now he understood them better: he, too, saw the temptation of becoming attached to this charming Goldmund, of evoking his innocent laughter, of running affectionate fingers through his fair hair. But he would never do that, never. Moreover, as an assistant with the rank of teacher but without a teacher’s status and authority, he made a habit of being especially careful and vigilant, of dealing with youths only a few years younger than himself as if he were twenty years older. He consistently refrained from showing preference to any pupil and forced himself to treat with particular fairness and solicitude any pupil who aroused his aversion. His service was a service of the spirit. It was to the spirit that his strict life was dedicated, and only secretly, in his most unguarded moments, did he allow himself to indulge in the pleasure of pride, of knowing better and being cleverer than others. No: however alluring a friendship with Goldmund might be, it was a danger, and he must not permit it to touch the very kernel of his life. The kernel and meaning of his life were service to the spirit, service to the word; the quiet, exemplary, selfless guidance of his pupils – and not only his pupils – towards lofty spiritual goals.

         Goldmund had already been a pupil at Mariabronn for over a year, and times without number he had played schoolboy games beneath the magnificent chestnut and the linden trees in the courtyard: racing, ball games, robbers, snowball fights. Now it was spring, but Goldmund felt tired and out of sorts. His head often ached, and in class he had trouble staying awake and alert.

         Then one evening he was approached by Adolf, the boy with whom his first encounter had been a fist-fight and with whom he had begun that winter to study Euclid. It was the free hour after supper 25when playing in the dormitories, chatting in the classrooms and even strolling in the outer courtyard were permitted.

         ‘Goldmund,’ Adolf said, drawing him by the arm down the stairs, ‘I’ve something to tell you, something you might enjoy. But of course you’re a paragon, and I’m sure you want to be a bishop one day – first give me your word you won’t betray our friendship and sneak on me to the teachers.’

         Goldmund did not hesitate to give his word. There was a code of monastery honour and a code of schoolboy honour, and at times the two conflicted. He was aware of that. But, as everywhere else, the unwritten laws were stronger than the written ones, and as long as he was a pupil he would never refuse to live up to schoolboy notions of honour.

         After drawing him through the doorway and under the trees, Adolf told him in a whisper that there was a group of daring fellows, of whom he was one, who had adopted a traditional custom of recalling from time to time that after all they weren’t monks, and they would leave the monastery to spend an evening in the village. It was great fun, an adventure in which a regular fellow wouldn’t refuse to take part. They would be back that night.

         ‘But the gate will be closed then!’ exclaimed Goldmund.

         Yes, of course it would, that was part of the fun! But they knew a secret way of getting in again unnoticed. It wouldn’t be the first time.

         Goldmund remembered: he had already heard the expression, ‘going to the village’. It meant nocturnal excursions by the inmates to participate in all kinds of secret pleasures and adventures, and it was forbidden by monastery law on pain of severe punishment. He was shocked. ‘Going to the village’ was a sin, was forbidden. But he was fully aware, for this very reason, that it might be part of the ‘regular fellows’’ code of honour to take a risk, and that there was a certain distinction in being invited to join in the escapade. 26

         His first instinct was to say No, to run back and go to bed. He was so tired and felt so miserable, and he had had a headache all afternoon. But he was a bit ashamed in front of Adolf. And who knows, maybe there was some adventure out there, something exciting and new, something that could make one forget a headache, apathy and general misery. It was a sortie into the world – a secret and forbidden one, true, and hardly a creditable one, but perhaps it would be a liberation, an experience. He stood there hesitating while Adolf egged him on, until suddenly he gave a laugh and said Yes.

         Unnoticed he disappeared with Adolf under the linden trees in the big courtyard, dark now, whose outer gate was already locked at this hour. His friend led him into the monastery mill, where the dim light and steady clatter of the wheels made it easy to slip through unheard and unseen. Climbing through a window, by this time in total darkness, they landed on a damp, slippery pile of wooden planks, one of which had to be pulled out and laid across the stream. And now they were outside on the faintly glimmering highway that vanished into the black forest. All this was thrilling and mysterious and appealed greatly to Goldmund.

         Another boy, Konrad, was already standing at the entrance to the forest, and after a long wait yet another, Eberhard, came trudging up. The four of them walked through the forest as startled nightbirds fluttered up over their heads; a few stars twinkled between motionless clouds. Konrad chattered and joked, and sometimes the others joined in, but an uneasy, solemn nocturnal sensation hovered over them, and their hearts beat faster.

         Beyond the forest, after less than an hour, they reached the village, where everything seemed to be asleep. The low gables gleamed palely, crisscrossed by the dark ribs of beams; not a light was to be seen. Adolf walked ahead. Silently they slipped round a few houses, climbed over a fence, stood in a garden, stepped into the soft earth of beds, stumbled 27over steps and came to a halt by the wall of a house. Adolf knocked on a shutter, waited, knocked again. There was a sound inside, and presently a light showed, the shutter opened, and one after another they climbed in, into a kitchen with a black chimney-cowl and an earthen floor. On the raised hearth stood a little oil lamp, its feeble flame flickering on a thin wick. A skinny peasant girl was standing there. She offered her hand to the intruders, and behind her, out of the darkness, stepped a second girl, a mere child with long, dark plaits. Adolf had brought along some gifts, half a loaf of white monastery bread and something in a twist of paper – Goldmund assumed it to be a bit of stolen incense or candlewax or something of the kind. The girl with the plaits left the room, groping her way through the door without a light, and after a few minutes returned carrying a grey earthenware pitcher painted with a blue flower. She handed it to Konrad, who drank from it and passed it on. They all had a drink; it was strong cider.

         In the light shed by the tiny flame they all settled down, the two girls on wooden stools, the boys round them on the floor. They spoke in whispers and drank from the cider, with Adolf and Konrad doing most of the talking. From time to time one of them would stand up, stroke the skinny one’s hair and neck and whisper in her ear. The younger one was never touched. Probably, Goldmund thought, the older one was the maidservant, the pretty, younger one the daughter of the house. But it didn’t matter anyway and was no concern of his, for he would never come back here. The secret escape and the walk in the dark through the forest: that he had enjoyed, it had been something new, exciting, mysterious yet not dangerous. Although it was forbidden, the infringement did not weigh on his conscience. But this, this nocturnal visiting of the girls, was more than merely forbidden, he felt. It was a sin. To the others, perhaps, even this was no more than a minor escapade, but not to him. To him, knowing himself destined for asceticism and the monastic life, no dallying 28with girls was permitted. No, he would never come back here, yet he could feel his heart thumping apprehensively in the dim lamplight of the humble kitchen.

         His schoolmates acted like heroes in front of the girls, showing off with Latin phrases which they inserted into the conversation. All three evidently found favour with the maidservant as one after another they approached her with clumsy little caresses, of which the most intimate was a shy kiss. They seemed to know exactly how far they could go. And since the whole conversation had to be carried on in whispers, there was actually something comical about the scene, although Goldmund did not find it so. He stayed hunched up on the floor, staring at the little flame and not uttering a word. Sometimes, with an almost lustful glance, he would catch one of the caresses being exchanged among the others. While continuing to stare straight ahead, he longed to fix his gaze on the younger girl, the one with the plaits, but this was the very thing he would not allow himself to do. Yet whenever his will-power weakened and his eyes strayed to that calm, sweet, girlish face, he found her dark eyes riveted on his own face, staring at him as if spellbound.

         Perhaps an hour had passed – never had Goldmund known an hour to be so long – before his schoolmates ran out of phrases and caresses. Silence fell, and as they sat there, somewhat embarrassed, Eberhard began to yawn, at which point the maidservant told them it was time for them to leave. They all got to their feet, and each offered his hand to the maidservant, Goldmund last. Then each offered his hand to the young girl, Goldmund last. Konrad was the first to climb out of the window, followed by Eberhard and Adolf. When half-way out Goldmund felt a hand on his shoulder holding him back. He could not stop, but when he was standing on the ground outside he did reluctantly turn round. The young girl with the plaits was leaning out of the window. ‘Goldmund!’ she whispered. 29

         He stood still.

         ‘Will you come back?’ she asked, her shy voice barely breathing the words.

         Goldmund shook his head.

         Stretching out both hands she clasped his head; he felt the warmth of her small hands on his temples. She leaned over until her dark eyes were close to his. ‘Come back!’ she whispered, and her lips touched his in a childish kiss.

         He quickly ran after the others through the little garden, stumbled across beds, smelling damp earth and manure, scratching his hand on a rose-bush, and finally climbed over the fence to hurry after the others out of the village and towards the forest. ‘Never again!’ commanded his will-power. ‘Tomorrow!’ implored his sobbing heart.

         No one encountered the nightbirds; unmolested they found their way back to Mariabronn, across the stream, through the mill, across the linden-tree courtyard, and by devious routes over low roofs and through columned windows into the monastery and finally the dormitory.

         Next morning, tall Eberhard was so fast asleep that he had to be punched awake. They were all in time for early mass, morning gruel and class. But Goldmund looked wretched, so much so that Father Martin asked him if he was ill. Adolf shot him a warning glance, and Goldmund said there was nothing the matter. During Greek, however, towards noon, Narcissus kept an eye on him. Although he could also see that Goldmund was not well, he said nothing and observed him closely. At the end of the lesson he summoned him. So as not to attract the attention of the other boys, he sent Goldmund on an errand to the library and soon followed him.

         ‘Goldmund,’ he said, ‘can I do something to help? I can see you are in trouble. Maybe you are ill. In that case we will put you to bed and send you up a bowl of soup and a glass of wine. You have no head for Greek today.’ 30

         He waited a long time for an answer. The pale boy looked at him out of distraught eyes, sank his head, raised it again, twitched his lips, tried to speak, could not. Suddenly he slumped to one side, leaned his head on an oak reading desk between the two cherubs’ heads flanking the desk, and burst into such sobs that Narcissus, embarrassed, looked away for a while before touching the weeping boy and lifting him up.

         ‘Now then,’ he said, in a kinder tone than Goldmund had ever heard him use. ‘Now then, amice, cry all you want, you will soon feel better. That’s right, sit down, you don’t have to talk. I can see you have had enough. I expect you have had to make an effort all morning to sit up straight and not show anything, and you did a good job of that. Now cry all you want, it’s the best thing you can do. No? Already finished? Sitting up again? Very well, we’ll go over to the sickroom and you can get into bed, and by this evening you will feel much better. Come with me!’

         Avoiding the pupils’ quarters, he led him to a sickroom, indicated one of the two empty beds and, when Goldmund obediently began to undress, left the room to report him sick to the superintendent. Also, as promised, he ordered a bowl of soup and a glass of invalid wine for him from the kitchen. These two customary monastery beneficia were very popular with most patients.

         Goldmund lay in his sickbed, trying to find his way back out of his confusion. An hour earlier he might have been able to unravel what had made him so unspeakably weary that day, to grasp the nature of the mortal exertion of spirit that had made his head feel empty and his eyes smart. It had been the enormous effort – ever renewed, ever unsuccessful – to forget the preceding night; or rather, not the night, not the foolish, delightful escape from the locked-up monastery, not the walk through the forest, or the slippery makeshift bridge over the black millstream or the climbing over fences and through windows and passages, but solely the moment at that dark kitchen window, 31the breath and the words of the girl, the clasp of her hands, the kiss of her lips.

         But now something else had been added, a new terror, a new experience. Narcissus had taken him under his wing, Narcissus loved him, Narcissus had come to his aid – Narcissus, so refined, so distinguished, so clever with his thin, slightly mocking lips. And he, Goldmund, had lost control in his presence, had stood before him disgraced, stammering and finally sobbing! Instead of winning this superior being with the noblest of weapons, with Greek or philosophy, with spiritual heroism and dignified stoicism, he had collapsed in front of him, weakly and shamefully! Never would he forgive himself for that; never would he be able to look Narcissus in the eye without shame.

         But the weeping had broken the tension; the solitude in the sickroom, the comfortable bed, were soothing. His despair had been robbed of more than half its strength. After an hour or so, a serving brother entered, bringing a bowl of gruel, a piece of white bread and a small beaker of red wine such as the pupils were otherwise given only on feast days. Goldmund drank the wine, finished half the gruel and put aside the bowl, then began thinking again, but it was no use. He picked up the bowl and had a few more spoonfuls. And when a little later the door was gently opened and Narcissus came in to see how the patient was doing, he found Goldmund asleep, the colour back in his cheeks. Narcissus gazed at him for a long time, with love, with searching curiosity, and also with a degree of envy. He could see that Goldmund was not ill; there would be no need to send up any wine to him the next day. But he knew the spell was broken: they would be friends. This time it was Goldmund who needed him, to whom he could be of service. Another time it might be he himself who was weak and in need of help, of love. And from this boy he would be able to accept these, should it ever come to that.
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         It was a strange friendship that now began between Narcissus and Goldmund, approved of by only a few, and at times they seemed to disapprove of it themselves.

         At first it was Narcissus, the thinker, who had the greatest difficulty. To him all was spirit, including love; it was not in his nature to surrender unthinkingly to an attraction. In this friendship he was the leading spirit, and for a long time it was he alone who consciously realized the destiny, extent and meaning of this friendship. For a long time he remained solitary in loving, aware that his friend would not be truly his until he had led him to enlightenment. Ardent, playful and reckless, Goldmund abandoned himself to the new life; knowing and responsible, Narcissus accepted the lofty destiny.

         For Goldmund it was at first a release and a recovery. At the sight and kiss of a pretty girl, his youthful need for love had just been powerfully aroused and at the same time hopelessly frightened off. In his heart of hearts he felt that all those dreams for his future, everything he believed in, everything to which he believed himself preordained and called, was threatened by that kiss at the window, by the look from those dark eyes. Destined by his father for the monastic life and accepting this fate unreservedly, aiming with youthful fervour towards an ascetic, heroic ideal of piety – at the first fleeting encounter, at the first visceral appeal to his senses, at the first signal from a feminine creature, he had felt without the shadow of a doubt that here was his enemy and demon, that in women lay his danger. And now fate offered him deliverance; now, in his direst need, this friendship came 33towards him, offering his desire a flower garden, his worship a new altar. Here he was allowed to love, here he was allowed to surrender without sin, to bestow his heart on an admired, older, more astute friend, to sublimate the perilous flames of his senses, to transform them into noble sacrificial fires.

         But even in the first spring of this friendship he met with strange inhibitions, with unexpected, mysterious aloofness, with dismaying demands. For it did not occur to him to think of his friend as the reverse and counterpart of himself. To him it seemed that love, sincere devotion, was all that was needed to turn two into one, to wipe out differences and bridge opposites. How severe and assured, how unequivocal and remorseless was this Narcissus! He seemed neither to know nor wish for an innocent devotion in which they could gratefully roam the land of friendship together; neither to know nor tolerate the concept of dreamy, aimless wandering. True, when Goldmund had been sick he had shown concern for him; true, he had loyally helped and advised him in all matters of school and learning, explaining difficult passages in books, opening Goldmund’s eyes to the realm of grammar, logic and theology. But he never seemed really to approve of his friend. In fact quite often he seemed, with his faintly superior smile, not to take him seriously. Goldmund felt that there was more to this behaviour than mere schoolmasterly self-importance, that there was something deeper, more significant, behind it, but because he could not define this deeper element his friendship often made him feel sad and at a loss.

         In reality Narcissus knew very well what kind of person his friend was. He was not blind to his radiant beauty, to his innate vitality and exuberance. He was far from being a schoolmaster intent on feeding an ardent young soul with Greek, responding to an innocent love with logic. Rather did he love the youth too well, and for him this was a danger, since for Narcissus loving was not a natural condition but a 34miracle. It was not permitted to him to fall in love, to find satisfaction in the pleasing gaze from those bright eyes, in the proximity of that shining fairness; he must not allow this love to dwell even for a moment on the sensual aspect. For if Goldmund believed himself preordained to the life of a monk and an ascetic and to a lifetime striving for holiness, Narcissus was genuinely destined for such a life. To him, love was permitted only in a single, the most sublime, form. And Narcissus did not believe that Goldmund was destined for the ascetic life. More clearly than anyone else, he knew how to read human beings, and here, loving as he did, he read with intensified clarity. He saw Goldmund’s nature which, despite their polarities, he intimately understood, since it was the other, lost half of his own. He saw it as being armoured with a hard shell of illusions, faulty upbringing, paternal exhortations, and he had long since discerned the whole uncomplicated secret of this young life. His task was clear to him: to expose this secret to its bearer, to free him from the shell, to give him back his own true nature. It would be difficult, and the most difficult part was that as a result he might lose his friend.

         Almost imperceptibly he approached his goal. Months passed before an initial onslaught, a deeply revealing conversation between the two, became possible, so far were they apart despite their friendship, so wide was the gap to be bridged between them. One who could see and one who was blind: thus they walked side by side. The fact that the blind one knew nothing of his own blindness made things easier only for himself.

         The first breakthrough was made by Narcissus when he tried to find out what experience had driven the distraught boy to him in an hour of weakness. The process was less difficult than he had imagined. Goldmund had long felt the need to confess the experience of that night, but there was no one beside the abbot in whom he felt enough confidence, and the abbot was not his father confessor. So 35when Narcissus, in an hour that seemed favourable to him, reminded his friend of that first beginning of their bond and gently touched upon the secret, Goldmund said without hesitation: ‘It’s a pity you haven’t been ordained yet and can’t hear confession. I would gladly have shed the burden of that affair by confessing, and I would have willingly done penance for it. But my father confessor wasn’t the one I could tell about it.’

         Cautiously, cunningly, Narcissus went on probing; he had found the trail. ‘You remember,’ he tried, ‘that morning you seemed to be ill. You will not have forgotten it, for that was when we became friends. I have often reflected on it. Perhaps you did not notice, but at the time I felt rather helpless.’

         ‘You, helpless?’ cried the boy incredulously. ‘But I was the helpless one! It was I who stood there swallowing, unable to get a word out and finally bursting into tears like a child! To this day I am still ashamed of that hour. I thought I should never be able to face you again. To think you saw me so wretchedly weak!’

         Tentatively Narcissus advanced a little further. ‘I can understand’, he said, ‘that you felt awkward about it. A sturdy, brave fellow like you, and crying in front of a stranger – what’s more, in front of a teacher. That certainly was not like you. Well, at the time I just thought you were ill. Shaken by fever, even an Aristotle may behave strangely. But it turned out you were not ill! You had no fever whatever! And that was what you were ashamed of. No one is ashamed of succumbing to a fever, is he? You were ashamed because you had succumbed to something else, because something had overwhelmed you. Tell me, had something special happened?’

         Goldmund hesitated a moment, then slowly said: ‘Yes, something special had happened. Let me pretend you are my father confessor. It must be told sometime or other.’

         With bent head he recounted the story of that night. 36

         Narcissus commented with a smile: ‘Ah yes, “going to the village” is indeed forbidden. But a person can do many a forbidden thing and laugh about it, or he can confess and put it behind him. Why shouldn’t you, like almost any schoolboy, occasionally commit a little folly of that kind? Is it really so bad?’

         Losing his temper Goldmund angrily burst out: ‘You’re really talking like a schoolmaster! You know exactly what it’s all about! Of course I don’t regard it as a great sin to snap one’s fingers at the house rules once in a while and take part in a schoolboy lark, although that isn’t exactly part of the preparation for the monastic life.’

         ‘Stop!’ exclaimed Narcissus sharply. ‘Do you not know, my friend, that for many pious monks these very preparations were necessary? Do you not know that one of the shortest routes to the life of a saint can be the life of a rake?’

         ‘Oh, don’t talk like that!’ retorted Goldmund. ‘What I mean is, it wasn’t the trivial disobedience that weighed on my conscience. It was something else. It was the girl, it was a feeling I can’t describe to you! A feeling that, if I were to yield to that temptation, if I were merely to reach out my hand to touch the girl, I would never be able to turn back, that sin would then swallow me up like a maw of Hell and never spew me out again. A feeling that that would be the end of all beautiful dreams, all virtue, all love of God and what is good.’

         Narcissus nodded, very thoughtful. ‘The love of God,’ he said slowly, searching for the words, ‘is not always identical with love of what is good. Ah, if only it were that simple! We know what is good. It is written in the Commandments. But God is not only in the Commandments, my friend. They are only the smallest part of Him. You can be close to the Commandments yet far away from God.’

         ‘Don’t you understand me?’ Goldmund wailed.

         ‘Certainly I understand you. You see in women, in sex, the quintessence of everything you call “world” and “sin”. You believe that either 37you would not be capable of all the other sins or, if you did commit them they would not weigh you down. They could be confessed and redeemed. But not that one sin!’

         ‘Yes, that’s exactly how I feel.’

         ‘So you see I do understand you. And you are not all that wrong either. The story of Eve and the serpent is indeed no idle fable. And yet you are wrong, dear friend. You would be right if you were Abbot Daniel, or your patron saint Chrysostom, if you were a bishop or a priest or even just an ordinary little monk. But you are not, you see. You are a pupil, and even if it is your wish to remain permanently in the monastery, or if it is your father’s wish for you, you still have not taken any vow or been consecrated. If today or tomorrow you should be seduced by a pretty girl and were to succumb to temptation, you would have broken no vow.’
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