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The Singularly Ugly Princess





She was singularly ugly.


This fact about herself the Princess discovered at puberty. From then on she was in a sulk about it. By the time she was 15, her in any case unshapely mouth had set in a pout; 20, and her already pinched brow contracted into a permanent frown.


At 21, she became liable to the duty of making frequent ceremonial appearances in public. Because she knew the sight of her could give no pleasure to her subjects, her voice took on the rasp of continual rage, and her gait congealed into the stumpy, stamping steps of perpetual fury.


Not since childhood had she liked anybody. In childhood she had happily played with the lodge-keeper’s daughter, her exact contemporary, who happened to be as pretty as the Princess was hideous. Both children were, however, too young to notice. When they were nine, the difference in their stations parted them. The Princess occasionally felt regret for the sole friendship she had experienced. But she recognised that, if difference of station had not divided them then, difference in comeliness would have done soon after.


Now that she was 25, the Princess was being urgently advised by her Council of State to marry – a suggestion which she, knowing no one would willingly woo her, considered tactless and distasteful. After a long afternoon’s urging on the part of the Council, it was with a rage unusually intense even for her that the Princess clattered over the cobblestones past the guards and set off alone into a cool early-summer evening in the Palace gardens.


As soon as, having crossed two lawns, a rose-plantation and an arbour, she knew herself out of sight, her anger became more expressive, and she took to petulantly kicking a fairish-sized stone in front of her along the paved paths of the water garden.


She paused beside an ornamental pond over which dusk was already collecting. The surface of the water was the colour of a wet lead roof. Peering across it, the Princess saw a large toad sitting on the artificial island at the centre of the pond.


Although a pond was a habitat more appropriate to a frog, the Princess was pedantically sure she had classified the beast correctly. Even by the uncertain light it was brown, not green. It was far too large for a frog. Strictly, it was too large even for a toad. And the Princess distinctly made out that its big body was covered in warts – including a huge one on its head that appeared to be actually and repellently crimson, like a bloodshot extra eye.


Although her general animosity usually excused animals, the Princess felt strong, sudden disgust. She picked up the stone she had been kicking and flung it stingingly at the toad.


A loud splash informed her that the toad had dived off the rockery island just in time – just before the Princess’s pebble clanged on the rock and then, with a lesser splash, bounced into the water.


Annoyed, because her aim was as a rule accurate, the Princess looked down as if to continue angrily kicking her stone along – and was doubly annoyed to remember that she had herself thrown it away.


She kicked instead at the masonry coping which, six inches or so high and equally broad, formed the surround of the pond. In a spasm of displeasure against the toad, she said aloud ‘Hideous creature.’


She thought that a voice – raucous, deep in itself and seeming to come from under the water – replied: ‘You’re in no position to talk.’


‘No more are you,’ the Princess answered sharply, in her own raucous but higher-pitched voice. ‘Toads can’t talk.’


The pond splashed, immediately beside her. She looked down and saw, through the dusk, a toad hand emerge from the dark water. In an instant the toad was out of the pond and sitting on top of the now shadowy stone-work of the surround, its body glistening with wetness.


‘Magic toads can,’ it said insolently.


‘Then it was you?’


‘You know perfectly well no one else in the kingdom would dare address you so frankly.’


‘That’s true,’ the Princess admitted, ‘and in a way a relief. But what’s the good’, she went on crossly, because her thoughts, once recovered from being startled, had returned to their usual sulk about her own situation, ‘of being magic, if it doesn’t stop you being so hideous?’


‘Me hideous?’ the toad said. ‘Why; don’t you admire the jewel in my forehead?’


‘Jewel? You don’t mean that wart?’


‘Wart nothing. Look closer.’


Stooping in an ungainly manner, the Princess did so. What she had taken for a bloodshot wart was a ruby bigger and of deeper crimson than any in the treasury.


‘Put your finger on it,’ said the toad.


‘O, I couldn’t,’ the Princess replied. ‘Even though it isn’t a wart, and even though I am quite interested in zoology, the very thought disgusts me.’


‘If you put your finger on my ruby and express a wish, your wish will come true.’


The Princess, still stooped over the toad, stretched her forefinger tremblingly towards the ruby. She shuddered, hesitated and then reached shudderingly on and pressed the pad of her finger against the precious stone. ‘I wish to be the best looking girl in the kingdom.’


‘Wish granted,’ the toad said and dived noisily into the pond.


The Princess flung herself belly-down onto the coping and, hanging out over the pond, tried to consult its surface as a mirror.


Darkness and the ripples the toad had just caused frustrated her.


She scrambled up and set ungracefully off to run back to the Palace. Without consideration, she lumped her way past the consterned guards, scattered the indoor footmen, heaved herself up the grand staircase, burst into her suite and flung herself at her glass.


Only her own old accustomed face stared imploringly back at her, more hideous than ever under sweat, panting, hope disappointed and the dishevelment of her lank hair.


*


The Princess did not forget the toad during the next few days, but she made a point of keeping it out of her thoughts – which meant it had to be frequently present to them in order to be warded off. The toad was, in fact, the image that came immediately to her mind when she was summoned unexpectedly to an improvised Council-meeting – the toad, plus her own impatience with it because it had seemed to offer, but had failed to supply, a route out of the problem of the royal marriage.


The First Minister, as the Princess arrived at the Council Chamber, appeared to have been stricken white-faced. ‘Highness,’ he began almost before she was through the stately doorway, ‘disaster mounting well nigh to tragedy has fallen upon us.’


‘It is not very polite of you’, the Princess said, pushing past him to the throne, ‘to allude to us as a disaster.’


‘To you, Highness?’


‘I suppose an unmanageable princess is well nigh tragedy.’


‘O, we’re not bothering now about the royal marriage. That question—’


‘—has become a minor one?’ enquired the Princess, her voice attempting hauteur but coming out as a squeak.


‘That entirely joyful question’, said the Second Minister, edging himself diplomatically forward, ‘may be kept as a treat in store. Alas, we are now faced, urgently, with something sad.’


‘What?’ the Princess demanded, looking round, from the throne, at the circle of standing ministers.


‘A sort of blight,’ said the First Minister, wringing his hands.


‘Indeed, virtually a sort of plague,’ said the Second Minister.


‘Of, in fact,’ said the Third, ‘epidemic proportions.’


‘So. An epidemic,’ said the Princess briskly. ‘Livestock or people?’


‘People, alas. But dropping like flies.’


‘Your Highness’s subjects. Your Highness’s poor, poor subjects.’


‘Is the “poor” literal or emotional?’ demanded her Highness.


‘Rich and poor alike. A broad spectrum. Like flies.’


‘You’ve consulted the scientists?’


‘They can’t identify it. Some bacterium unknown to microbiology.’


‘Your Highness’s advisers are at their wits’ ends.’


‘Panic stalks the kingdom.’


‘Sorrow shadows our hearths, both humble and proud.’


‘The symptoms are sudden fever – coma – death. Like flies.’


‘One curious phenomenon connected with the outbreak is that the disease appears to attack only females. Indeed, only young females.’


‘Hah,’ said the Princess. She sat up straighter, alert against the tall back of the throne.


‘This point was difficult to establish during the initial stages because, of course, men and old people continued to die of natural, though sometimes not immediately explicable, causes, and their statistics got mixed up with those of the epidemic. However, as the statistics of the latter have, alas, increased, a pattern has unmistakably emerged. The mysterious plague exclusively afflicts females between the ages of 15 and 30.’


‘It’s so dreadful’, said the First Minister, breaking into sobs, ‘to think of all those pretty young girls dropping like flies.’


‘What a sentimentalist you are,’ the Princess said, passing him her handkerchief. After a moment’s thought, she stood resolutely up and addressed the meeting from the dais.


‘We shall give the epidemic our personal attention. We decree that the Court go into mourning. Meanwhile, we adjourn this Council. You needn’t’, she added, alluding to her handkerchief now sodden into a ball in the First Minister’s hand, ‘bother to give that back. But tell my Comptroller to order me six dozen with black edges.’


As soon as the sun had set, the Princess hurried, alone, into the Palace grounds. Urgently she stalked the stone paths of the water garden, calling, at first with cross impatience, then bitterly and at last forlornly: ‘Toad! Toad!’


She heard two or three splashes, a silken skittering that might have been webbed hands on the surface tension of the water, and, once, what she took to be a raucous laugh coming from beneath a water lily in the dark. But not an articulate word answered her.


It was deep night before, slow with tiredness and sadness, she walked back to the Palace.


Fatigued by sitting up for her, her maid made a tug as she combed a tangle in the Princess’s hair.


Expecting slapping words or an actual slap, the maid – who was 47 – retreated several paces.


No reproof came – not even for the minute’s inactivity while the maid stood incredulous.


Cautiously the maid returned to behind her mistress’s chair and peered round it into her mistress’s face. Tears stood in the Princess’s eyes.


‘I’m very sorry, ma’am,’ the maid said gruffly. ‘That was a painful tug.’


‘It’s not that,’ the Princess replied. ‘It’s because I’m so lonely, and so sad.’


‘The epidemic, ma’am?’


‘Yes,’ said the Princess, ‘and I have no one to confide in, no one to consult.’


‘The Council of State, ma’am—,’ began the maid. But


‘No,’ the Princess cut in, though not urgently. ‘They’re no help. But I have an idea.’


‘Yes, ma’am?’


‘You may go to bed now,’ the Princess said, taking the comb from the maid’s hand. ‘I’ll finish for myself. But first thing in the morning send the coach to fetch the lodge keeper’s daughter. I want to see her alone, quite privately, up here in my suite.’


But the next morning the coach rolled back empty up the drive, its wheels spasmodically squeaking because no load bore them down into silence. The frightened footman whispered to the major-domo. The major-domo trembled his way up the grand staircase, had himself announced in the Princess’s suite and, in a state of terror, informed the Princess that the lodge-keeper’s daughter had been one of the first victims of the epidemic.


As the entire household had expected, the Princess threw a tantrum. No one dared approach near enough to notice that it was a tantrum not of temper but of grief.


*


‘Highness, the danger—’


‘The risk, ma’am, of contagion—’


‘We cannot permit ourselves—’


‘Our scientific advisers can offer no guarantee—’


‘We WILL’, cried the Princess, stamping on the parquet floor of the Council Chamber, ‘go. We are NOT afraid.’


The Ministers, grey-skinned, blear-eyed, stubble-jowled from weariness and worry, settled into a shaky silence.


The Princess’s stamp had not been her wonted stamp of petulance. There was command in it.


Perhaps she had taken heart from the surprising fact – she had never had the opportunity to try before – that black was a colour almost becoming to her.


Commandingly, she left the silence she had created to be absorbed. It sank into the piles of newspapers, thick with obituaries, which lay on the console tables, and into the maps and charts that, hastily hung over the tapestries on the walls, recorded on which population centres the disease had so far fallen most thickly and chronicled its still steeply, painfully, rising incidence.


‘The State Coach is to be hung with crêpe,’ the Princess commanded in a quiet voice. ‘The horses’ heads will wear black plumes. Three waggons will follow after, bearing everything that is at present in bloom or in fruit in the royal gardens and hot-houses. We are going among our people to bring comfort.’


No one dared deprecate further – though, as the Princess, with a new stateliness in her mien, left the Chamber, the First Minister sobbed a little into the handkerchief she had given him. ‘So young, so generous, so brave,’ he murmured. ‘How awful if she—’


‘Shh,’ said the diplomatic Second Minister. ‘Absit omen.’


She drove first to the lodge at her own palatial gates. Her behaviour, whether through sorrow or because, behind the black veil she had assumed, she felt her ugliness secure from scrutiny, was regal yet compassionate.


The lodge-keeper and his wife were so touched and flurried by the condescension shewn them that they did, for the ten minutes of the Princess’s visit, forget their bereavement and take respite from the hard work of grieving. But when the Princess had gone they reminded themselves of their dead daughter again by remarking to each other that the Princess was not, no matter what unkind rumours said, the least bit spoilt, but remained as simple and unstuck-up as she had been when, at nine, she had used to play in their garden – which was the last time, till now, they had seen her to speak to.


From the lodge the Princess ordered her coachman to drive on into the countryside, where, all morning, she went from bereaved cottage to bereaved cottage. From the countryside she drove on into the town. All afternoon she bore comfort from smart house to tenement to suburban villa.


In the days that followed the Princess observed a similar programme. Early summer grew into high summer. The Princess persisted. So did the plague.


The Princess seemed the single firm presence in the stricken land.


‘Only one benefit’, editorialised the papers, ‘has arisen from this unprecedented disaster, but that is a benefit of incalculable value. We refer to the bonds of deep, genuinely felt affection newly forged between Palace and People.’


The more, however, the people came to adore and count on their veiled Princess, the more her Ministers worried lest, in visiting plague-infected homes all day, she contract the illness herself.


But ‘We are not’, the Princess insisted, icy behind her black veiling, ‘afraid’; and she set out on a further round of condolence.


‘Selfless, selfless,’ murmured the First Minister.


‘Even if for some reason she is’, remarked the Second Minister, ‘immune to the disease, she may very well collapse of fatigue. And where shall we be then?’


He did not know – nobody knew – that the Princess did not rest even when she came back to the Palace in the evenings, worn out by the lurchings and bumps of the ceremonial carriage – which, however, she declined to exchange for a more modern vehicle, because its ritual quality brought genuine comfort to the homes outside which it halted. Night after summer night, the Princess, veiled a deeper black than the night itself, a gawky, fatigued, almost failing figure, walked secretly through the gardens while she called, sometimes bitterly, sometimes with an anger no one else had heard in her voice since the plague began: ‘Toad! Toad!’


*


The social life of the kingdom at first threatened to cease.


Presently, however, a tough gaiety, like that of a city under siege, was asserted. Of this, too, the Princess contrived to become the centre. Somehow, in the brief hours between her visits of compassion and her solitary wanderings at night, she discovered in herself the vitality to lead at least the upper-class stratum of her own generation into a sort of high, desperate fun.


Her social group consisted entirely, of course, of men. The most noticeable, both on his own account and in his standing with the Princess, was the handsome Count Charming. His beautiful fiancée had been an early plague victim. The Count, seized by melancholy, threatened suicide. Again it was the Princess who played rescuer, dissuading him in the course of several tête-à-tête evening talks.


In the general scarcity of marriageable or indeed flirtable young women, moeurs and mores naturally changed. Male homosexuality, hitherto an offence under the laws of the kingdom, was legalised. Behaviour towards women reverted to an old-fashioned gallantry, simply because women were rare objects. Few young women now survived. Those who did went in fear – except, it seemed, the Princess, who continued to set her subjects an example of duty, high courage and even, in private circumstances where it was not inappropriate, cheerfulness.


Count Charming was so moved by her unselfishness and so fearful, in the dangers of contagion, lest each time he saw her be the last, that he begged leave to accompany her in the State Coach as she travelled among her people.


The Princess consented.


One afternoon, as the coach carried them away from a cottage where the Count had been touched almost to tears by the Princess’s simple, gracious bearing as she conversed with the bereaved, he fell on his knees on the lurching floor, gazed up at the Princess and told her there was a question which his whole heart yearned to put to her but protocol forbade.


‘Then shall I’, the Princess enquired from behind her veil, ‘ask you?’


‘Ask?’ cried the Count. ‘Nay, command.’


‘Very well,’ said the Princess, pulling him up from the uncomfortable floor, ‘but I do not think it will be seemly to announce our engagement until the epidemic is over.’


‘May that be soon,’ the Count fervently wished.


‘May it indeed,’ echoed the Princess, with a certain clenched grimness in her voice which denoted to the Count how deeply troubled she was by her people’s plight.


*


‘Toad! Toad!’ she called that night in the garden. 


It seemed to her that one short bout of raucous laughter replied.


She whirled towards the pond it had come from.


‘TOAD!’


She was answered by a loud, deliberate, derisory plop.


In sudden, jaw-clamped resolution, the Princess marched back to the Palace. She woke the indoor staff and had them despatch messengers to summon an immediate Council. She also had the Head Gardener woken and bidden to wait in an ante-chamber.


Pale-eyed at three in the morning, the Ministers convened.


‘Highness! You have not felt symptoms of the plague?’


‘No, no. We have determined on a course of action.’


‘Your Highness is going to accept our advice at last and leave the kingdom until the epidemic subsides?’


‘Do not be foolish. What we have thought of is the way to stop the epidemic.’


‘To stop it?’


‘We cannot imagine’, murmured the Princess, making her way to the dais, ‘why it did not occur to us before.’


To the assembled Ministers she announced: ‘In keeping with the trend of modern royalty, we are of a scientific bent. We have succeeded in tracing the source of the epidemic. The virus is incubated in ponds. Tomorrow every lake, village duckpond, ornamental pond and swimming pool in the kingdom is to be drained. We shall set an example by having the royal water garden drained. The Council is now dismissed. Send in the Head Gardener, Antonio, from the ante-chamber.’


In privacy she gave Antonio directions to drain the ornamental ponds to the last drop. ‘And, Antonio,’ she added, as he backed out of the room, ‘all vermin, especially amphibious vermin, is to be destroyed. We want – for scientific purposes – to see the corpses.’


The work was carried out next day. The epidemic stopped at once.


The Princess was acclaimed not only the saviour but the belle of her kingdom.


The announcement of her engagement to the handsome Count brought tears of joy to the eyes of the entire population.


Alone in a shed which a working-party had hastily run up on the Palace lawn the Princess picked patiently through the pile the workmen had assembled of small green and brown corpses. She felt no disgust, some small scientific curiosity and a certain pity. So many of the small green hands seemed to be stretched out, in the rigor of death, imploringly. Only at the very bottom of the already slightly smelly pile did she, with loathing and satisfaction, come upon the vast brown warty corpse of the magic toad.


On her wedding day the Princess comported herself with the utmost grace, feeling safe from scrutiny behind a – this time, white – veil. But scrutiny had in any case been disarmed of any standard of comparison. And besides, the population at large, scarcely less than the bridegroom himself, was infatuated with admiration and gratitude.


The Princess’s wedding present to her husband was a ring in which she had had mounted the most enormous ruby anyone in the kingdom had ever seen.



















A Literary History





In keeping with his contemptuous definition of a novel as ‘a short story padded’, Ambrose Bierce’s most characteristic writings are fables of extreme brevity, seldom stretching to the length even of this one and sometimes a mere line long.


His own life can be read as a fable: propounding the problem of a man born into the wrong time and place.


Bierce was born in 1842 at Horse Cave Creek, Ohio. The anomaly of that circumstance he was already demonstrating at the age of ten, when his favourite reading was Pope’s version of Homer. He was thoroughly and passionately literary; and chance had set him down in a milieu as philistine as a spittoon.


By the Nineties, Bierce’s tales and journalism had made him a moderate reputation, hardly any money and several enemies. He scathed religion and dealt Swift blows against corrupt politicians. In the United States of that period, Bierce’s sardonic manner seemed shockingly harsh, the values he so fiercely promoted shockingly civilised. No doubt he gave double offence by promoting civilisation in concert with a blatant anglophilia: ‘In learning and letters, in art and the science of government, America is but a faint and stammering echo of England.’


Bierce’s imagination was violent and macabre. He was an Edgar Allan Poe without the horsehair-sofa diction and with a sense of comedy. He may have been the originator of black humour.


Toughly republican in principle, laconically aristocratic in expression, he was a sincere cynic. ‘Do not trust humanity without collateral security.’


In 1913 Bierce, by his own account, had ‘retired from writing’ and was ‘going to take a rest’. He sought rest by the paradoxical method of crossing the border into Mexico, which was then in revolution. His declared intention was to observe the fighting in Mexico ‘and then take shape for South America, go over the Andes and across that continent’.


Carrying as large a sum as he could assemble in United States currency, together with credentials as an observer with one of the rebel armies, Bierce arrived on horseback at Chihuahua City. Thence he sent two letters to acquaintances in the United States, one dated on Christmas Eve and the other on Boxing Day of 1913. He was never heard from or of again.


Everything I have reported so far is checkable fact.1 Since Bierce vanished there has been, of course, much speculation about what became of him. Indeed, he had become literature’s own equivalent of the Mary Celeste case. The usual and soberest assumption is that Bierce was killed, by accident and unremarked, in the revolutionary confusion. But even the sober biographer whom I have relied on for my facts finally speculates that Bierce passed through the revolution unharmed and made his way, as he had intended, to the Andes, where in some obscure village he lived out his natural life in sardonic and very Biercean contemplation of how much more famous he had become by disappearing than he ever did by the practice of literature.


A recent occurrence has made it possible to confirm and elaborate that speculation.


If Bierce’s life is a fable that poses a problem, his disappearance supplies the obvious answer. A man born at the wrong place and time will naturally seek to shift his life to a more propitious place and prolong it into a more propitious time.


For Bierce the more propitious place was indeed, as he openly implied, South America – by way, most likely, of the obscure village in the Andes postulated by his biographer.


Bierce planned the removal long before he had the chance to make it. Six years or so before he vanished, he wrote in a letter2: ‘Today is my birthday. I am 366 years old.’


The statement was not, when Bierce wrote it, literally true. He was anticipating a fact which he planned to make true. He had already heard that the natives of a certain village in the Andes possessed the secret of a plant whose leaves, when chewed or, perhaps, smoked, had the property of allowing the chewer or smoker to live 366 years.


However, as Bernard Shaw illustrated in Back To Methuselah, it is not a socially possible act simply to live beyond what is considered the natural span. It is too liable to upset the neighbours. A person who undertakes such an enterprise has to arrange to go missing in circumstances where he will credibly be presumed dead despite the lack of a corpse to prove the point, and then he has to reappear in a new identity in circumstances where no one will query his lack of a documented boyhood and childhood to go plausibly with the age he is claiming to be.


Ambrose Bierce, who had extreme experience of upsetting the neighbours, was certainly alert to that requirement. He had to wait many years (perhaps as many as 14, as I shall presently shew) before precisely the opportunity he needed was supplied by the revolution in Mexico, a country conveniently on his route to South America.


The event that makes it possible to reconstruct Bierce’s actions is the emergence, during the last decade, into fame in French, British and United-States literary circles of a writer living in South America (in Argentina, to be exact), Jorge Luis Borges.


The reputation of Borges rests entirely on a series of extremely brief fables.


In the words of André Maurois,3 ‘Jorge Luis Borges is a great writer who has composed only little essays or short narratives.’


Borges’s short narratives are thoroughly and passionately literary. Not only are they full of quotation and allusion. They are often about authors and books. More than one dissects the fictitious oeuvre of a fictitious author: a positively flirtatious hint that Borges himself is in a sense a fictitious author.


Speaking (on British radio)4 of his invention of fictitious authors, Borges has declared: ‘I was shy – and then there was also the pleasure of the hoax.’


Perhaps he was shyly edging nearer the heart of the ‘hoax’ when he gave one of his pieces (tellingly labelled a ‘parable’) the title Borges and I.5


It may be significant that critics6 admit Borges to be much less famous in his (supposedly) native Argentina than in the outside world.


(André Maurois distinguishes that although ‘Argentine by birth and temperament’ – so far, that is, as Maurois knows – Borges ‘has no spiritual homeland’.)


It is certainly significant that the outside world had no knowledge of Borges at the time when he was (supposedly) a young writer. He appeared in literary ken already mature and already, according to the sparse biographical accounts which accompanied the publication of his works in the outside world, middle-aged.


The biographical ‘facts’ advanced about him include the claim that he was born on 24 August 1899 in Buenos Aires.


1899 I take to be the year in which Ambrose Bierce learned of the existence of a longevity-plant in the Andes. (Hence my surmise that he had to wait 14 years for the opportunity to use it.) Buenos Aires = B.A., which = the initials of Ambrose Bierce in reverse. (Bierce was necessarily highly conscious of initials, since his parents arranged7 for all 13 of their children to bear the initials A.B.) The 24 August I surmise to be a simple slip by a now over-stretched memory. The date is right but it is ascribed to the wrong month. Ambrose Bierce’s birthday is 24 June.


The name Borges, etymologically cognate with the Italian borgo and the English burgh, is of course a reference to the village where Bierce renewed himself.


The fables8 published as by Borges are on average both slightly longer and slightly milder than the condensed and ferocious tales of Ambrose Bierce – which were, of course, comparatively youthful work. Yet even in the mellowed manner of Borges André Maurois discerns a resemblance to Swift. And Borges’s fable The Sect of the Phoenix,9 which reads superficially like a gentle satire on humans’ tendency to conceal how babies come into being and to behave as though they were secretly self-generated in the manner of the phoenix, takes on a sharper satirical edge if it is read as the work of an Ambrose Bierce who has secretly regenerated himself.


Other Biercean characteristics, in addition to the intensely literary tone, have survived the Bierce-Borges transposition. Bierce’s attitude to corrupt politicians survived in Borges’s to a corrupt régime. (It is recorded10 of Borges that ‘his non-political opposition to Perón earned him persecutions during the years of the dictatorship’.) Likewise with Bierce’s attitude to religion, though it is nowadays less ferociously expressed. ‘Borges as a theologian is’, one critic politely11 puts it, ‘a complete heretic’ To his interviewer’s question ‘Do you yourself believe in any kind of God?’, Borges in person (or ‘in person’) has replied12: ‘As a matter of fact I don’t.’


Conspicuously, Borges keeps up Bierce’s anglophilia (of which the choice of the first name Jorge is a symptom). ‘I have always gone in for English reading’, Borges has remarked. His literary heroes are Conrad, Kipling, Wells, Stevenson, Shaw and Chesterton: just those writers who must have impressed themselves, as the most recent practitioners of English literature, on the anglophile mind of Ambrose Bierce immediately before he undertook his transformation.


To Shaw Borges owes a devotion13 which probably acknowledges how sympathetically, in Back To Methuselah, Shaw explored the practical problems which Bierce had to circumvent before he could ‘disappear’.


(In fact, Back To Methuselah, which was written after Bierce’s disappearance, may well be the response of Shaw’s imagination to the puzzle of the Bierce case – a response in which imagination has correctly solved the puzzle.)


No doubt it is from Conrad that Bierce borrowed, for his second literary life, the notion of writing in a language not native to him. For the writings of Borges appear, of course, in the outside world purportedly in translation from Spanish.


I say ‘purportedly’ because I suspect that the example of Conrad inspired Bierce-Borges to fiction (or ‘hoax’) rather than to imitating it in fact. Borges, whose English (to judge from the interview I have already quoted which he gave on British radio) is unsurprisingly excellent (if a touch, equally unsurprisingly, old-fashioned), admits that the English translation of his writings is at least partly his own work and at least partly spontaneous in the sense of being thought in English: ‘in the afternoon I work with Di Giovanni on the translations of all my works into English. We work in collaboration and we try to avoid the dictionary. We both try after reading a sentence to rethink it in English, so we don’t have to stick too pedantically to a text.’ Perhaps the latter part of this statement is a disguised confession that there is no Spanish text to stick to. Few if any of Borges’s admirers in the outside world shew signs of having seen a Spanish edition of his works. Perhaps it is in order to rationalise the evident difficulty of getting hold of such editions that word has been put about that Borges is less well-known in than outside Argentina.


It is the sardonicness of Bierce’s mind which is most recognisably prolonged in Borges. True, the writings themselves have become less astringent, but that is because the satirical point has been transferred to the situation. Excoriator of the literary establishment during his first ‘lifetime’, Ambrose Bierce must be deriving a sharply painful pleasure from contemplating the sheer ignorance of literature and its history which is now being demonstrated in two continents by critics, academics and Academicians who, never having read Bierce, see great, original and pioneering works of 20th-century literature in slightly diluted examples of the literary form which Bierce invented and perfected (and could scarcely make a living by) a century ago.




1 For the biographical facts and for quotations from Bierce’s occasional writings I have gratefully applied to Ambrose Bierce, A Biography, by Richard O’Connor (Gollancz 1968). Bierce’s brief Fantastic Fables constitute the second part of a volume published by Jonathan Cape in 1927 under the title of the short novel which begins the volume and which Bierce wrote in collaboration, The Monk and the Hangman’s Daughter Penguin published The Enlarged Devil’s Dictionary in paperback in 1971.


2 O’Connor, p.273


3 Preface (translated by S. Mangan) to the Penguin Books edition (1970) of Labyrinths, by Jorge Luis Borges.


4 The interview (on B.B.C. Radio 3) was printed in The Listener of 8 July 1971.


5 Labyrinths, pp. 282–3.


6 See, e.g., the Introduction (by J. E. Irby) to Labyrinths (Penguin), P. 23.


7 Cf. O’Connor, p. 10.


8 The generic name given to Borge’s brief tales is fictions (or ficciones). Conceivably this is influenced by an unfulfilled project entertained by Bierce (cf. O’Connor, p. 273) to join the staff of a magazine called Fiction.


9 Labyrinths, pp. 131–4.


10 Introduction to Labyrinths.


11 ‘POLITENESS, acceptable hypocrisy’ (Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary).


12 B.B.C. radio interview already cited.


13 See Borges’s A Note on (towards) Bernard Shaw (Labyrinths, pp. 248–251).
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‘Those bawdy songs Ophelia sings: where did she learn them?’


‘In childhood – indeed, at a children’s party: from Juliet’s nurse.’



















Homo Sapiens





1


The great lake is dead.


This was caused by us, Man the polluter, Man the killer, with our greed, aggression and thoughtlessness.


Thanks to us, shoals of fish drift belly-up, luminous with decay, in the shallows. The reeds, themselves withering, tangle the corpses of water birds poisoned or smothered.


Spring arrives without the scent of wild flowers, without butterflies.


2


We need enormous effort, and it must be corporate effort.


Everyone, from the picknicking family careless with its litter to the giant factories that discharge their effluent by the ton into the lake, must be alerted to the responsibility they bear to the common good.


This is crisis.


Against the killers, individual greed and mass inertia, we must utilise every weapon at our command, from high-powered publicity campaigns to swingeing enforcement of the anti-pollution laws.


We must enlist the devoted services of scientists, ad-men, legislators and, above all, ordinary citizens.


Ordinary citizens must make a tremendous affirmation in favour of Life.


3


This is a success story, a victory for Life.


Given massive effort applied in time, ecological death is reversible.


Slowly, like Sleeping Beauty, the great lake reawakens.


Vegetation takes hold again, followed by the first stirrings and flutterings of animal life.


Ordinary citizens, who have won this triumph, are quick to come and enjoy its benefits.


For a weekend or merely a day trip, they are glad to exchange the heartlessness and aggression of the urban way of life for the peace of the lakeside.


Gaily striped canvas chairs line the shore. Punts nose through the reeds.


Along the paths run children in bright sunsuits waving butterfly nets.


On the banks, beside the gay canvas chairs of the weekend anglers, hundreds of fish choke their lives out. The corpses of water birds plummet into the reeds, shot by the skilled marksmen in the punts.


Proof that ecological death is reversible is afforded by the fact that the great lake now supports a thriving commercial fishery. In the factory by the lakeside thousands of fish lie belly-up, decapitated, being packed by automation.


Man has achieved a triumph on the side of Life.



















An Anecdote of the Golden Age


[Homage to Back To Methuselah]





During the Golden Age nobody died. So there was no need for population replacement, and sex still had only its original, innocent function of giving pleasure.


Amaryllis found pleasure with Corydon, then Corydon with Alexis, then Alexis with Chloe, and then Chloe with Amaryllis.


None of them was provoked to jealousy. In the society of that period, people were in the habit of expecting to remain young and attractive for ever. Consequently they were, though ardent, not desperate to satisfy their desires; and since they themselves could wait without painful tension, they felt no need to grudge pleasure to others.


To seek exclusive possession of someone’s charms was as unthinkable as wanting to keep more than you could eat of the fruits which the garden provided in abundance and variety. Nobody, therefore, required others to hide their charms beneath clothes, and nobody wanted a private house behind whose walls to hide his possessions from envy.


Moreover, the garden, as its fertility indicates, enjoyed a perpetually clement climate. Clothes were unnecessary; so was shelter: with the result that both were free to be purely decorative.


Strephon, who had a flair for dressmaking, used to pluck large leaves and bright berries and fashion them into costumes outlandish or comic. Draped in these robes, some of his friends would act plays to the others.


It was for pure love of architecture that Corinna would collect fallen branches, strip them and construct palaces. Everyone came, tramped round and through the latest palace, and admired its construction. But no one thought of spending the night inside, let alone claiming the right to shut the others outside. In the morning Corinna would pull the palace down, having overnight conceived a plan for a palace yet more splendid. When people are immortal, their monuments of art can afford to be ephemeral.


Likewise, after acting, the actors always took off the costumes Strephon had designed – a divestment that became a theatrical convention signifying that the play was over.


Nakedness being everyone’s normal condition, everyone naturally noticed that, once a month or so, a translucent red liquid would appear out of a woman’s body and trickle or pour down the inside of her thighs. No one was silly enough to suppose that made women superior to men, who had physiological accomplishments of their own. But the phenomenon was much admired (by everyone) for its beauty – which was of a kind rare in the garden.


Not that the garden was short of strong colour. Predominantly it was of a deep, booming tropical green. But there were also leaves shrill in colour, and leaves or, it might be, petals blotched in scarlet or purple. Transparent flowers floated vivid above the foliage. Berries glistened in its recesses. Birds crashed through it, their breasts and wings seemingly painted in thick stripes of blue, yellow and turquoise.


However, all those colours were in some sense opaque. Even the transparent petals were like coloured veils. They didn’t make the impression or illusion of being their own source of light. Lucid colour of course existed: in the blue of the perpetually clement sky, and in its reflection in pools and streams. Indeed, most people had lucid eyes. But those lucidities were pale or (unless you were at that moment in love with the eyes) drab. They were insipid in comparison with the women’s blood, which, varying from day to day and from woman to woman, sometimes ran a pure vivid scarlet, like a scarlet brook, and sometimes thickened into curlicues of crimson or even black, when it seemed to be its own source not only of light but of dark.


Its only rivals for lucency were the lumps of rock that Alexis brought back from an area of the garden frequented only by him. To the others, the very fact that this district was rocky, without vegetation and mainly grey and brownish in colour made it dull.


‘You all have such vapid tastes,’ Alexis said. ‘You’re childish. You ask for everything to be pretty, and you don’t bother whether it’s interesting.’


At the time when they were in love, Corydon, trying to share Alexis’s interest, accompanied him on his expeditions. Alexis shewed him how, by using one lump of rock on another, it was possible to shape a tool, with which you could extract from the rocky mass a third lump, which to Corydon looked exactly like the first two.


‘Yes, but it comes from a deeper layer,’ Alexis said. ‘Doesn’t that interest you? And, look: there’s a streak of gleaming, lucid material running through it.’


‘Yes,’ Corydon said, trying to please his lover, ‘I see it: a sort of gleaming grey. But quite honestly, Alexis, it seems an awful lot of effort just to get a strip of gleaming grey, which is a dull colour even though it gleams, when the women produce a gleaming crimson without any effort at all. And that comes from deep inside them, too.’


Later, when Chloe and Alexis were lovers, she too went on an expedition with Alexis, and he chipped her out a piece of rock with a yellowish gleam in it. But ‘Quite honestly, Alexis,’ Chloe confessed, ‘it’s neither so yellow nor so gleaming nor so interesting as the eyes of a cat when he lurks in the dark beneath a bush.’


After that, Alexis went on his expeditions alone, and the others, as they travelled about the lusher parts of the garden, merely heard the distant chip-chip of his tools on the rock-face.


On one of her travels Amaryllis discovered a tree that grew bright blue pineapples. Everyone was delighted by this botanical fantasy. They all assembled to eat a special blue-pineapple luncheon, for which they sat in a circle on the grass, shaded by a pagoda which Corinna had almost finished building.


From his place in the circle, Strephon suddenly reached towards the centre and pulled out, from beneath the pile of blue pineapples, the huge, yellow, five-fingered leaf that was serving as a plate. ‘It’s wasted as a plate,’ Strephon said. ‘I shall make it into a hat.’ Giggling, he ran off with the huge leaf, and most of the others, giggling too, rose and ran after him.


Corydon was getting up to join the chase, but Alexis, who was sitting next to him (they were still very fond of each other), pushed him down again. ‘Never mind that childishness’, Alexis said. ‘Look.’


Corydon looked into the palm of Alexis’s hand, which was spread before him. In the middle lay a tiny drop of blood.


‘Beautiful,’ Corydon said. ‘Which of the women gave you that?’
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