

[image: ]













GEORGE SAND


LAURA: A JOURNEY INTO THE CRYSTAL


Translated from the French by


Sue Dyson









[image: ]

























My dearest daughter,




 





I dedicate this fable to you, that it may remind you of the discourses given to us by your husband while we ourselves marvelled at the beauty of the mineralogical specimen instead of following exclusively its geological formation. In several years’ time, your son, who now has more beautiful dreams in his crib than I in my inkwell, will read this story, and he will take from it, perhaps, a taste for research or some serious theory. For those disposed to knowing and understanding it need not be more. For children, and many grown ups, this is the sole practical purpose of such a fiction.




 





Nohant, 1 December 1863
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I





WHEN I MET M. HARTZ, he was a naturalist and dealer who ran his business affairs in a quiet way, selling minerals, insects or plants to collectors. Entrusted with an errand for him, I had been taking little interest in the precious objects which cluttered his shop when, while chatting to him about the mutual friend who had put us in touch, and mechanically touching an egg-shaped stone which lay within my reach, I dropped it. It split into two almost equal halves, which I hastened to pick up, begging the shopkeeper to forgive my clumsiness.


Do not distress yourself, he replied kindly; it was destined to be broken with a blow from a hammer. It is a geode of no great value and, moreover, isn’t everyone curious to see the inside of a geode?


I do not know exactly what a geode is, I told him, and I have no desire to know.


Why? he asked; are you not an artist?


Yes, I try to be; but the critics do not want artists giving the impression that they know anything outside their art, and the public do not like the artist to appear to know any more than they do about anything at all.


I think the public, the critic and yourself are all mistaken. The artist was born to be a traveller; everything is a journey for his spirit, and without leaving his fireside or the shady spots in his garden, he is entitled to range over all the highways and byways of the world. Give him anything to read or look at, be it a lively study or dry as dust; he will be passionate about anything that is new to him. He will naively be astonished not to have yet lived like that, and he can translate the pleasure of his discovery into any form at all, without ceasing to be himself. The artist is no better able to choose his type of life and the nature of his impressions than are other human beings. From outside, he receives sun and rain, shadow and light, like everyone else. Do not ask him to create beyond the confines of what strikes him. He is subject to the action of the surroundings he passes through, and it is very good that it is so, for were that action to cease he would be extinguished and become sterile. So, went on M. Hartz, you have a perfect right to educate yourself, if it entertains you and if the opportunity presents itself. There is no danger therein for anyone who is truly an artist.


In the same way that a true scholar can be an artist, if this excursion into the realm of art does not harm his serious studies?


Yes, replied the honest shopkeeper; the entire question is to be something determinate and somewhat solid in one direction or the other. That, I agree, is not given to everyone! And, he added with a kind of sigh, if you doubt yourself, do not look too long at that geode.


Is it some stone with a magical influence?


All stones have that influence, but above all geodes, in my opinion.


You have aroused my curiosity … So, what do you mean by “geode”?


In mineralogy, a “geode” means any hollow stone whose interior is lined with crystals or incrustations; and any mineral whose interior contains voids or little caverns, which you can see in this one, is called a geodic stone.


He gave me a magnifying glass, and I saw that these voids did indeed look like mysterious grottoes furnished with stalactites of extraordinary brilliance; then, considering the geode as a whole and several others which the shopkeeper handed me, I saw peculiarities of shape and colour which, enlarged by the imagination, constituted Alpine areas, deep ravines, grandiose mountains, glaciers, everything that makes up an imposing, sublime natural tableau.


Everyone has noticed this, I said to M. Hartz; a hundred times in my mind, I myself have compared the pebble I picked up at my feet to the mountain looming up above my head, and found that the specimen was a sort of summary of the mass; but, today, I am more powerfully struck by it than before, and these choice crystals you show me put me in mind of a fantastical world where all is transparency and crystallisation. It is not a matter of confusion or vague bedazzlement, as I imagined when reading those fairytales in which people explore diamond palaces. I see here that nature works better than fairies. These transparent bodies are grouped in such a way as to produce slender shadows, smooth reflections, and the fusion of shades does not prevent the composition from being logical and harmonious. Truly, this enchants me and makes me eager to look in your shop.


No, said M. Hartz, taking the rock specimens from my hands, you must not travel that road too quickly: you see here a man who was almost a victim of the crystal!


A victim of the crystal? What a strange conjunction of words!


It is because in those days I was neither yet learned nor  an artist that I encountered the danger … But it would be too long a story, and you do not have the time to listen to it.


No sooner said than done, I cried out, I adore stories whose titles I do not understand. I have all the time in the world, tell it to me!


I would tell it very badly, replied the shopkeeper, but I wrote it down in my youth.


And, extracting a yellowed manuscript from the depths of a drawer, he read me the following:




 





I was nineteen years old when I was appointed assistant to the deputy-assistant curator of the natural history institute, mineralogy section, in the learned and famous town of Fischausen, in Fischemburg. My office, which was entirely pointless, had been created for me by one of my uncles, the director of the establishment, in the judicious hope that, having absolutely nothing to do there, I would be in my element and could wondrously develop the remarkable aptitude I had demonstrated for utter idleness.


My first exploration of the long gallery containing the collection produced in me only a frightful sinking feeling. What! I was going to live here, in the midst of these inert things, in company with these innumerable pebbles of every shape, size and colour, all as dumb as each other, and all labelled with barbarous names, of which I promised myself never to remember a single one!


My pleasant existence had been no more than truancy in the most literal meaning of the word, and my uncle, who had noticed the shrewdness with which, from early childhood, I had found the wild blackberries and green  dwarf apple trees behind fences, and the patience with which I had ferreted around in the hedge before pouncing on the nests of thrushes and linnets, had flattered himself that sooner or later he would see the instincts of a serious nature-lover awaken in me; but, as subsequently I had been the most able gymnast at school when it came to scaling a wall and escaping, my uncle wanted to punish me a little by shutting me away in the austere contemplation of the globe’s bones, making me, moreover, regard the study of plants and animals as future compensation.


What a long way it was, from this dead world to which I was consigned, to the aimless and nameless delights of my wanderings! I spent several weeks seated in a corner, as gloomy as the columns of prismatic basalt which made up the monument’s peristyle, as sad as the bench made from fossilised oysters, at which I saw my patrons cast glances filled with fatherly affection.


Each day, I listened to lectures; that is, a series of words that furnished me with no meaning and which returned to me in dreams like cabbalistic incantations; or else I attended geology classes given by my worthy uncle. The dear man would not have lacked for eloquence, had ungrateful nature not afflicted its most fervent adorer with an insurmountable stammer. His well-meaning colleagues assured him that his lecture was all the more valuable, and that his infirmity had the useful feature of exercising a mnemotechnic influence on the audience, who were enchanted to hear the principal syllables of the words repeated several times over.


As for me, I escaped the benefits of this method by regularly falling asleep as soon as each session began. From  time to time, a sharp explosion of the old man’s halting voice would make me leap up on my bench; I would half-open my eyes and, through the clouds of my lethargy, would spot his bald pate, gleaming in the light from a stray May sunbeam, or his hand, cupping a fragment of rock which he seemed to want to throw at my head. I quickly closed my eyes again and went back to sleep on these consoling words: “This, gentlemen, is a well-determined specimen of the material which forms the subject of this lesson. The chemical analysis gives, etc.”


Sometimes, a neighbour with a cold would also catch me unawares by blowing his nose with a trumpeting sound. Then I would see my uncle drawing the outlines of geological events in chalk on the enormous blackboard behind him. He turned his back to the audience, and the oversized collar of his suit, cut in the directoire style, pushed up his ears in the strangest way. Then, everything would become confused in my brain, the corners of his drawing with those of his person, and I came to see in him nothing but insane straightenings-out and discordant stratifications. I had strange fantasies bordering on hallucination. One day, when he was giving us a lecture on volcanoes, I imagined I could see, in the gaping mouths of certain old adepts who were arranged around him, an equal number of little craters about to erupt, and to me the sound of the applause appeared to be the signal for those subterranean detonations which throw out blazing stones and vomit incandescent lava.


My Uncle Tungstenius (the nom de guerre which had replaced his family name) was rather malicious beneath his apparent bonhomie. He had sworn that he would get  to the bottom of my resistance, whilst appearing not to have noticed it. One day, he came up with the idea of making me undergo a formidable ordeal, which was to place me once again in the presence of my cousin Laura.


Laura was the daughter of my Aunt Gertrude, sister of my late father, who was Tungstenius’ younger brother. Laura was an orphan, although her father was alive. He was an active trader who, following some second-rate business affairs, had left for Italy, from where he had passed into Turkey. There, it was said, he had found the means to make himself wealthy; but you were never sure of anything with him. He wrote very little, and reappeared at such rare intervals, that we scarcely knew him. On the other hand, his daughter and I had known each other a great deal, for we had been brought up together in the country; then the time had come to separate us and send us to boarding school and we had forgotten each other, or very nearly.


I had left a thin, yellow child; now I found a girl of sixteen, slender, rose-pink, with magnificent hair, azure eyes, a smile filled with the incomparable graces of gaiety and goodness. I don’t know if she was pretty; she was delectable and my surprise was so dazzling that it plunged me into the most complete idiocy.


Now then, Cousin Alexis, she said to me, what are you doing, and how do you spend your time here?


I dearly wish I could have found an answer other than the one I gave her; but for all my searching and stammering, I had to confess that I spent my time doing nothing.


What! she exclaimed with deep astonishment, nothing? Is it possible to live without doing anything, unless  one is ill? Are you ill then, my poor Alexis? And yet you don’t look as if you are.


I had to confess once again that I was perfectly well.


Then, she said, touching my forehead with her sweet little finger, which wore a pretty ring of white cornelian, your sickness is here: you are bored in town.


That is the truth, Laura, I cried out fervently; I miss the countryside and the time when we were so happy together.


I was proud to have at last found such a fine retort; but the peal of laughter that greeted it sent a mountain of confusion tumbling down upon my heart.


I believe you are mad, said Laura. You may miss the countryside, but not the happiness we savoured together; for we always went our own ways, you pillaging, picking, spoiling everything, and me making little gardens where I loved to see things germinate, grow green and blossom. The countryside was a paradise for me, because I love it for its own sake; as for you, it is your freedom for which you weep, and I feel sorry for you, not knowing how to occupy yourself as a consolation. This proves that you understand nothing of the beauty of nature, and that you are not worthy of freedom.


I do not know if Laura was repeating a phrase composed by our uncle and learned by heart; but she reeled it off so well that I was crushed. I fled, hid myself in a corner, and dissolved into tears.


In the days that followed, Laura did not speak to me again except to say hello and goodnight, and I was stunned to hear her talking about me in Italian with her governess. As they were constantly looking at me, it clearly  did concern my poor self; but what were they saying? Sometimes it seemed to me that one of them spoke of me with contempt, and the other defended me with an air of compassion. However, as they often changed roles, it was impossible for me to know which of them really did feel sorry for me and sought to make excuses for me.


I remained living with my uncle, that is to say in a part of the establishment where he had assigned me a little pavilion, separated from the one he lived in by the botanical gardens. Laura spent her holidays with him, and I saw her at meal times. I found her always busy, either reading, embroidering, painting flowers or making music. I saw clearly that she was never bored; but I dared not speak to her again and ask her the secret of taking pleasure in any and every occupation.


At the end of a fortnight, she left Fischausen for Fischerburg, where she was to stay with her governess and an elderly female cousin who took the place of her mother. I had not dared break the ice; but the blow had hit home, and I set to studying ardently, without arguing, examining, selecting or reasoning, every element of the programme devised by Uncle Tungstenius.


Was I in love? I did not know, and even today I am still not certain. My self-esteem had been cruelly wounded for the first time. Until then impervious to my uncle’s silent disdain and my fellow-disciples’ teasing, I had blushed at Laura’s pity. All the others were drivellers as far as I was concerned, she alone had seemed to exercise a right in criticising me.


One year later, I was completely transformed. Was it to my advantage? Those around me said so, and—aided by  my vanity—I had a very good opinion of myself. There was not one word of my uncle’s lesson that I could not have slotted into its place in the sentence it belonged to, not one sample in the lithological collection which I could not have designated by its name, along with that of its group, its variety, and the whole analysis of its composition, the entire history of its formation and its deposit. I even knew the name of the donor of each precious item, and the date when that item had entered the gallery.


Among these latter names was one that appeared many times in our catalogues, and particularly with regard to the most beautiful gemstones. It was that of Nasias, a name unknown in the field of study, and which rather intrigued me on account of its mysterious strangeness. My comrades knew no more on the subject than I. According to some, this man Nasias was an Armenian Jew who had formerly made exchanges between our exhibition hall and other collections of the same type. Others said it was the pseudonym of a disinterested donor. My uncle did not seem to know any more about him than we did. The date of his dispatches went back around a hundred years.


Laura came back with her governess for the holidays. I was once again presented to her with glowing compliments on my account from my uncle. I held myself straight as a stone pillar, and looked at Laura confidently. I was expecting to see her a little confused at the sight of my merit. Alas! she was nothing of the kind. The little imp began to laugh, took my hand and, holding on to it, looked me up and down with an air of teasing admiration; after which, she declared to our uncle that she found me much uglier.


However, I did not become disconcerted and, thinking that she still doubted my abilities, I set to questioning my uncle on a point which I felt he had neglected in his last lecture, an ingenious pretext for treating the ladies to a display of technical words and theories I had learned by heart. My uncle lent himself with an obliging lack of pretentiousness to this stratagem, which lasted some considerable time and showed off all my talents.


Laura did not appear to pay it any attention, and at the far end of the table she began a hushed conversation in Italian with her governess. I had studied this language a little in my brief leisure moments; I lent an ear several times, and recognised that they were having a discussion on the way to preserve green peas then, in my own eyes I regained the upper hand. Although Laura had grown yet more beautiful, I felt indifferent to her charms, and I left her saying to myself: “If I had known that you were only a silly little middle-class girl, I would not have taken so much trouble to show you of what I am capable.”


Despite this reaction on the part of my self-pride, after an hour had passed I felt very sad, and as though I were being crushed by the weight of an immense disappointment. My immediate superior, the deputy assistant curator, saw me sitting in the corner of the gallery, looking shattered and with the gloomy expression I had habitually worn the previous year.


What is wrong? he asked me. Anyone would think that today you are remembering having been the greatest slowcoach in all creation.


Walter was an excellent young man: twenty-four years old, with an amiable face, a serious mind and a cheerful  demeanour. His eyes and voice were imbued with the serenity of a clear conscience. He had always shown indulgence and affection towards me. I could not open my heart to him, for I could not see clearly into it myself; but I let him see the preoccupations which were rising up vaguely within me, and in the end I asked him what he thought of our arid studies, which had value only in the eyes of a few scientific adepts and remained a closed book to common mortals.


My dear boy, he replied, there are three ways of viewing our studies’ goal. Your uncle, who is a respectable scholar, sits astride just one of these ways, and the pony he is riding with such panache, the one he spurs on furiously, and which often carries him away beyond all certainty, is called hypothesis. The rough, ardent horseman wishes, like Curtius, to plunge into the abysses of the earth, but there to discover the beginning of things and the successive and regular development of those first things. I believe he is seeking the impossible: chaos will not let go of its prey, and the word mystery is written on the cradle of earthly life. It matters not, your uncle’s works have great value, because in the midst of many errors, he unearths many truths. Without the hypothesis which fascinates him and which has fascinated so many others, we would still find ourselves limited to the inexact symbolism of Genesis.


“But,” Walter continued, “there is a second way of viewing science, and this is the one that has won me over. It consists of applying to industry the riches which slumber between the leaves of the earth’s bark and which, every day, thanks to the progress of physics and chemistry,  reveal to us new peculiarities and elements of well-being, sources of infinite power for the future of human societies.


“As for the third way, it is interesting but puerile. It consists of knowing the detail of the innumerable events and minute modifications that the mineralogical elements present. This is the science of details, which lovers of collections possess and which also interests lapidaries, jewellers …”


And women! I cried out with an accent of disdainful pity as I saw my cousin, who had just entered the gallery, walking slowly along the glass cabinet that contained the gemstones.


She heard my exclamation, turned round, threw me a look that embodied the most complete indifference, and calmly continued her examination without paying me any further attention.


I was going to continue the conversation with Walter, when he enquired if I was not going to offer my arm to my cousin and give her the explanations she might desire.


No, I replied, loudly enough to be heard. My cousin has seen her uncle’s collection many times before, and the only thing that might interest her here, is precisely the one that interests us very little.


I confess, Walter went on, lowering his voice and showing me the side of the gallery which Laura was walking along, that I would give all the precious, priceless stones heaped up in those glass cases for the beautiful specimens of iron and coal which lie here, close to us. The miner’s pick, my friend, there you have the symbol of the world’s future, and as for these glittering trifles that decorate the heads of queens or the arms of courtesans, I care as much  about them as about a wisp of straw. The work on a grand scale, my dear Alexis, the work which benefits everyone and which projects the rays of civilisation far into the distance, that is what dominates my thoughts and directs my studies. As for hypothesis …


What are you saying about hypo … po … pothesis? the annoyed voice of my Uncle Tungstenius stammered behind us. Hypo … po … pothesis is a term of derision used by l … l … lazy people who receive their opinions ready-made and dismiss the investigations of great minds as if they were chimeras.


Then, little by little growing calmer in the face of Walter’s apologies and denials, the fellow went on without stuttering too much:


You will do well, children, never to abandon the governing thread of logic. There are no effects without a cause. The earth, the sky, the universe, and we ourselves, are only effects, the results of a sublime or fatal cause. Study the effects, by all means, but not without seeking the essential reason why nature itself exists.


“You are right, Walter, not to absorb yourself in the minutiae of purely mineralogical classifications and denominations; but you seek the useful with as much narrowness of thought as the mineralogists seek the rare. I care no more than you for diamonds and emeralds, which are the pride and amusement of a small number of people who are privileged to be wealthy; but, when you lock your entire soul away within the walls of some middlingly rich mine, you bring to my mind the mole who flees from the sun’s rays.


“The sun of intelligence, my child, is reasoning. Induction and deduction, there is no way out of that, and it matters little to me that you take me round the whole world in a steamship, if you never teach me why the earth is a globe and why this globe has evolutions and revolutions. Learn to strike iron, to convert it into cast iron or steel, I consent to that; but, if your whole life is nothing but an application to material things, you might just as well be iron yourself, in other words an inert substance deprived of reasoning. Man does not live by bread alone, my friend; he does not live completely except by the development of his faculties of examination and comprehension.”


My uncle went on in this vein for some time, and, without allowing himself to contradict him, Walter defended as best he could the theory of the direct utility of the treasures of science. According to him, man could not arrive at the illumination of the mind until he had conquered the joys of the positive life.


I listened to this interesting discussion, whose scope struck me for the first time. I had got to my feet and, leaning on a copper rail which protects the glass cases from the outside, I gazed mechanically towards the mineralogical collection which Laura had examined a moment before, and which had been disdained in unison by my uncle, by Walter and by myself. I had moved to stand there without quite knowing why, for my uncle and Walter had turned towards the rocks, that is the purely geological collection. Perhaps, without my realising it, I was dominated by the vague pleasure of breathing in the scent of a white rose that Laura had placed and forgotten on the edge of the glass case.


Whatever the reason, my eyes were fixed on the series of quartz hyalines, also called rock crystals, before which Laura had appeared to halt for a moment with a certain pleasure, and, whilst listening to my uncle’s reasoning, and wishing to forget Laura, who had disappeared, I contemplated a magnificent geode of amethyst quartz, completely filled with crystals which were truly remarkable, transparent and had the freshness of prisms.


However, my thoughts were not as fixed as my gaze; they floated at random, and the scent of the little musk rose brought my being back under the control of instinct. I loved that rose, and yet I believed I hated the one who had plucked it. I breathed in its scent with aspirations that translated themselves into kisses, I pressed it to my lips with a disdain that translated itself into bites. Suddenly I felt a light hand upon my shoulder, and a delicious voice, the voice of Laura, spoke in my ear.


Do not turn round, do not look at me, she said; leave that poor rose alone, and come with me to gather the flowers of stone that do not wither. Come, follow me. Do not listen to my uncle’s cold reasoning and Walter’s blasphemies. Quickly, quickly, friend, let us leave for the fairy regions of the crystal. I am running towards them, follow me, if you love me!


I felt so surprised and troubled, that I had the strength neither to look at Laura, nor to answer her. Moreover, she was already no longer at my side; she was in front of me, as if she had passed through the glass case, or the case had become an open door. She was fleeing or rather flying in a luminous space, and I followed her, not knowing where I was, nor by what fantastical brightness I was dazzled.


Fatigue halted me and overcame me after a period of time whose length I could not calculate. Discouraged, I let myself fall. My cousin had disappeared.


Laura! dear Laura! I cried out in despair, where have you led me, and why have you abandoned me?


I then sensed Laura’s hand upon my shoulder once more, and her voice speaking in my ear again. At the same time, far away Uncle Tungstenius’s piercing voice was saying:


No, there is no hypo … po … pothesis in all of that!


However Laura was speaking to me as well, and I could not understand her. I thought at first that it was in Italian, then in Greek, and finally I recognised that it was in a completely new language, which little by little was revealing itself to me like the memory of another life. I grasped the meaning of the last sentence very clearly.


So, see where I have brought you, she was saying, and understand that I have opened your eyes to the sky’s light.


I then began to see and understand in what surprising place I found myself. I was with Laura in the centre of the amethyst geode which graced the glass case in the mineralogical gallery; but what up to then I had taken blindly and on the faith of others for a block of hollow flint, the size of a melon cut in half and lined inside with prismatic crystals of irregular size and groupings, was in reality a ring of tall mountains enclosing an immense basin filled with steep hills bristling with needles of violet quartz, the smallest of which might have exceeded the dome of St Peter’s in Rome both in volume and in height.


From that moment on I was no longer astonished by the tiredness I had experienced while running up one of  these rocky needles, and I felt a great surge of fear as I saw that I was on the slope of a sparkling precipice, at the bottom of which mysterious shimmers were calling to me with a vertiginous fascination.


Stand up and fear nothing, Laura told me; in this land, thoughts walk and the feet follow. Those who understand cannot fall.


Tranquil, Laura was indeed walking on these steep slopes, which plunged down in all directions towards the abyss, and whose polished surface received the full brilliance of the sun and reflected it back in iridescent sprays. The place was admirable, and I soon saw that I could walk there as safely as Laura. Finally she sat down on the edge of a small crack and asked me with a childish laugh if I recognised the place.


How could I recognise it? I said. Is this not the first time I have come here?


Silly-head! she replied, have you already forgotten that, last year, you handled the geode clumsily and dropped it on the gallery floor? One of the crystals was chipped, you didn’t make a great fuss about it; but the trace of the accident has remained, and here it is. You have looked at it often enough to recognise it. Today, it serves you as a cave to shelter your poor head, tired out by the brilliance of the sun on the gemstone.


Indeed, Laura, I replied, I now recognise it very well; but I cannot understand how a break barely visible to the naked eye, in a specimen which my two hands could contain, has become a cavern in which the two of us can sit down on the flank of a mountain which could cover our entire town …


And, Laura went on, at the centre of a land that embraces a horizon whose depths your gaze can barely grasp? All this astonishes you, my poor Alexis, because you are a child without experience and without contemplation. Take a good look at this charming land, and you will easily understand the transformation that the geode seems to have effected upon you.


I gazed for a long time, and without tiring, at the dazzling vista we overlooked. The more I looked at it, the more able I became to bear its brilliance, and little by little it became as gentle upon my eyes as the greenery of the woods and meadows of our earthly regions. I was surprised to discern in it general shapes reminiscent of our glaciers, and soon even the smallest details of this gigantic crystallisation became as familiar to me as if I had explored them a hundred times in every direction.


You see, my companion then said, picking up one of the brilliant stones which lay beneath our feet, you see, this circular, hollow mountain range is just like this pebble, with its empty centre. One may be small and the other immense, but the difference is scarcely appreciable in the limitless expanse of creation. Each jewel in this vast screen has its own matchless value, and the mind which in its love cannot associate the grain of sand with the star is a sick mind, or played false by the deceptive notion of reality.


Was it Laura who spoke to me in this way? I sought to verify this; but she too shone like the brightest of the gemstones, and my eyes, by now accustomed to the splendours of the new world she had revealed to me, could not bear the additional radiance which seemed to emanate from her.


My dear Laura, I said, I am beginning to understand. And yet up there, a long way from here, and all around the horizon which encloses us, there are icy peaks and snowfields …


Look at the little geode, said Laura, placing it in my hand; you can clearly see that the crystals around the perimeter are limpid like ice and veined with opaque shades of white, like snow. Come with me, and you shall see at close quarters these eternal glaciers where cold is unknown and where death cannot seize us unawares.


I followed her, and this journey—which I estimated must have been of several leagues—was covered so swiftly that I was unaware of the moments passing. We were soon on the tallest summit of the great ice peak, which was in reality just a colossal prism of milky hyaline quartz, as was borne out, on a manageably small scale, by the geode which I held as a point of comparison, and just as Laura had declared to me; but what a grandiose sight came into view again from the very summit of the great white crystal! At our feet, the circle of amethyst, drowned in its own reflections, was now only a small element of the picture, agreeable because of the melancholy sweetness of its lilac tints, the elegance of its shapes contributing to the harmony of the whole. How many other splendours were unfurled in space!


O Laura, my dear Laura! I cried out, bless you for bringing me here! Where did you learn of the existence of these marvels, and how to reach them?


What does that matter to you! she replied; gaze upon the beauty of the crystalline world and savour it. The valley of the amethyst is, as you can see, only one of the  thousand aspects of this nature, whose riches are inexhaustible. Here, on the other side of the large crystal, you see the charming world of the jaspers with their changing veins. No cataclysm has sullied these magnificent, patient works of nature, or buried them in barbaric mixtures and brutal confusions. Whilst in our little world, troubled and refashioned a hundred times, the gemstone is shattered, dispersed, enshrouded in a thousand unknown, dark places, here it is plain for all to see. It sparkles, reigns everywhere, fresh and pure, and truly royal as it was in the first days of its happy formation.


“Further off, you can see the valleys where amber-coloured chalcedony is rounded into powerful hills, while a chain of dark, glowing-red zirconium completes the illusion of a limitless blaze. The lake which half-reflects them at its edges, but whose centre presents a surface of slackly lapping waves, is made up of indeterminate shades of chalcedony, whose nebulous fleeciness reminds one of white horses on the sea when there is a steady breeze.


“As for these masses of beryls and sapphires, a material whose rarity is so prized among us, they have no more importance here than God’s other works. They stretch out to infinity in slender colonnades which you take perhaps for far-off forests, as I wager you take those slender, tender stems of green chalcedony to be thickets, and those crystalline efflorescences of pyromorphite for carpets of velvety moss caressing the edges of the many-coloured agate ravine; but that is nothing.


“Let us go on a little, you shall explore the opal oceans where the sun, that blazing diamond whose creative power is unknown to me, plays in all the reflections of  the rainbow. Do not linger on these islands of turquoise, further on are those of tender lazulite and of lapis, run through with veins of gold.


“Here is mad labradorite, the reflections from its facets by turns colourless and pearly, and aventurine with silver rain that displays its polished flanks, while the fires of red, warm almandine, whose praises were once sung by a seer called Hoffmann, are concentrated around the centre of its austere mountain.


“As for me, I love those humble rose gypsums forming long walls, piled on top of each other, right up to the skies, and those fluorites lightly tinted with the freshest colours, or then again those blocks of feldspar, which we call moonstone, because it has the smooth reflection of that heavenly body’s rays.


“If you will climb to the poles of this enchanted world, across the ice floes of satiny sericolite and limpid aquamarine, we shall see the permanent aurora borealis which man has never gazed upon, and you will understand that, in this universe which you see as immobile, the most intense life palpitates in the breaths of an energy so formidable that …”


Here, my cousin Laura’s intoxicating voice was drowned out by a din like that of a hundred million thunderclaps. A hundred billion resplendent fireworks shot up into a black sky which I had at first taken for a measureless vault of tourmaline, but which was torn into a hundred billion burning strips. All the reflections were extinguished, and I saw, laid bare, the heaven’s abysses scattered with stars whose colours were so intense and whose size so terrifying, that I toppled backwards and lost consciousness …


It is nothing, my dear Alexis, Laura told me, placing upon my forehead something cold that had the effect of an ice cube. Return to yourself and recognise your cousin, your Uncle Tungstenius and your friend Walter, who are urging you to shake off this lethargy.


No, no, it will be nothing, said my uncle, who was holding my wrist to take my pulse; but, another time, when you have talked a little too much at lunch while absent-mindedly drinking glass after glass of my little white wine from Neckar, do not amuse yourself by breaking the glass display cases with your head and scattering all the crystals and gemstones of the collection like a madman. God knows what damage you could have done, if we had not been there, not to mention the fact that your wound could have been serious and cost you an eye or part of your nose! Mechanically, I raised my hand to my brow and when I took it away it was reddened with a few drops of blood.
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