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André Gide


1869-1951


 


André Paul Guillaume Gide (1869-1951), known as André Gide, was a renowned French writer. Nobel Prize in Literature winner in 1947 and founder of the prestigious publishing house Gallimard, André Gide was one of the most prominent figures in French cultural life. His work has many autobiographical aspects and exposes moral, religious, and sexual conflicts.


André Gide, born and died in Paris, orphaned of his father at the age of eleven, was raised by an authoritarian and puritanical mother who, after subjecting him to the rules and prohibitions of a strict morality, forced him to reject the impulses of his personality. His childhood and youth would decisively influence his work, almost all of which is autobiographical, and would later lead him to reject all limitations and constraints. Gide wrote memorable works such as "If It Die," "Corydon," "The Immoralist," "Strait is the Gate," "The Counterfeiters," among countless others.


 


About the Work


 


Fruit of the Earth offers a sincere and intimate glimpse into both personal and cultural stories that guide the reader through a broader narrative of fragmentation and belonging. The poems have been curated to form conversations with one another by means of thematic “tides” that move in and out of the foreground, unifying salient messages for the reader. Although the author’s Jewish heritage and womanhood are both recurrent aspects of the collection, neither are the subject of any poem, but purely the locus of her creative experience; thus, the material at hand becomes the poem. Each poem succeeds discreetly, forming “bits and pieces” of a story that are each quite sacred and personal. When read together, Wendt’s own lived experience yields to a collective narrative, returning to the idea that people tell their stories—the ones they do not understand or cannot speak—through others’ stories.


Throughout Fruit of the Earth, there seems to be a gradual coming to terms with a kind of endogenous estrangement from home. The persecution and diaspora of Jewish people is written into the collection by a contemporary voice, whose self-identity is built, in part, upon inherited trauma and compromise. Within the collection, the poems are divided into five chapters: I. Mother of Exiles; II. Amma; III. What We Call Home; IV. May God Bless You With Torah, Chuppah, and Ma’asim Tovim; and V. To Dust We Shall Return. Moving through each chapter, there are distinct shifts in tone that reveal the emotional latitudes of the author as she lives through—and writes about—her quest for belonging.




Fruits of the Earth



BOOK I



I


Do not try, Nathaniel, to find God here or there but everywhere.


Every creature points to God, none reveals Him.


Every creature we let our eyes dwell on distracts us from God.


 


While other people were publishing or working, I, on the contrary, devoted three years of travel to forgetting al that I had learnt with my head. This unlearning was slow and difficult; it was of more use to me than all the learning imposed by men and was really the beginning of an education.


You will never know the efforts it cost us to become interested in life; but now that life does interest us, it will be, like everything else, passionately.


I chastised my flesh gladly, taking more pleasure in the chastisement than in the fault — so intoxicating was the pride I took in not sinning simply.


Suppress in yourself the idea of merit — one of the mind's greatest stumbling blocks.


. . . All our life long we have been tormented by the uncertainty of our paths. How can I put it? Al choice, when one comes to think of it, is terrifying; liberty, when there is no duty to guide it, terrifying. The path that has to be chosen lies through a wholly unexplored country, where each one makes his own discoveries and — note this — for himself alone; so that the vaguest track in the darkest Africa is more easily distinguishable. . . . Shady groves allure us and the mirage of perennial springs. Or rather, springs will flow where our desires bid them; for the country only comes into existence as our approach gives it form and the landscape about us gradually falls into shape as we advance; we cannot see as far as the horizon; and even the foreground is nothing but a successive and changeable appearance.


But why comparisons when the matter is so serious? We all believe we shall eventually discover God. In the meantime, alas, where are we to address our prayers? At last we end by saying that He — the Unfindable — is everywhere, anywhere and kneel down at haphazard.


And so, Nathaniel, you are like the man who should follow as his guide the light he holds in his own hand.


Wherever you go, you will never meet with anything but God. “God,” said Menalcas, “is what lies ahead of us.”


Nathaniel, look at everything as you pass on your way but stay nowhere. Remember that it is only God who is not transitory.


Let the importance lie in your look, not in the thing you look at.


All your gathered knowledge of what is outside you will remain outside you to all eternity. Why do you attach so much importance to it?


There is profit in desires and profit in the satisfaction of desires — for so they are increased. And indeed, Nathaniel, each one of my desires has enriched me more than the always deceitful possession of the object of my desire.


Many are the delicious things, Nathaniel, for which I have been consumed with love. Their splendor came from my ceaseless burning for them. I never wearied. All fervor consumed me with love — consumed me deliciously.


A heretic among heretics, I was constantly drawn to the most opposite opinions, the most devious thoughts, the extremist divergences. Nothing interested me in a mind but what made it different from others. I went so far as to forbid myself sympathy, which seemed to me the mere recognition of a common emotion.


No, not sympathy, Nathaniel — love.


Act without judging whether the action is right or wrong.


Love without caring whether what you love is good or bad.


Nathaniel, I will teach you fervor.


A harrowing life, Nathaniel, rather than a quiet one. Let me have no rest but the sleep of death. I am afraid that every desire, every energy I have not satisfied in life may survive to torment me. I hope that after I have expressed on this earth al that was in me waiting to be expressed — I hope that I may die satisfied and utterly hopeless.


No, not sympathy, Nathaniel, Love. Surely you understand they are not the same? It was the fear of wasting love that made me sometime sympathize with sorrows, troubles, sufferings which else I could hardly have home. Leave to each one the care of his own life.


(I cannot write to-day because a wheel is turning in the barn.


Yesterday I saw it; it was thrashing colza.


The chaff blew away; the grain rolled on lo the floor.


The dust was suffocating.


A woman was turning the mill-stone.


Two handsome barefooted boys were collecting the grain.


And here I am crying because I have nothing else to say.


I know one ought not to begin writing when one has nothing else than that to say. And yet I have written more — l shall write more again on the same subject.)


Nathaniel, I should like to bestow on you a joy no-one else has ever bestowed. I do not know how to bestow it and yet that joy is mine. I should like to speak to you more intimately than anyone has ever yet spoken to you. I should like to come to you at that hour of the night when you have opened, one after the other and then- shut, a great many books — after looking in each one of them for something more than it has ever told you; when you are still expectant; when your fervor is about to turn into sadness for want of sustenance. I write only for you and for you only in those hours. I should like to write a book from which every thought, every emotion of my own would seem to you absent, in which you would see nothing but the projection of your own fervor. I should like to draw near you and make you love me.


Melancholy is nothing but abated fervor.


Every creature is capable of nakedness and every emotion of plenitude.


My emotions flowered in me like a divine revelation. Can you understand this  — that every emotion is present —  infinitely?


Nathaniel, I will teach you fervor.


Our acts are attached to us as its glimmer is to phosphorus. They consume us, it is true but they make our splendor.


And if our souls have been of any worth, it is because they have burnt more ardently than others.


Great fields, washed in the whiteness of dawn, I have seen you; blue lakes, I have bathed in your waters — and to every caress of the laughing breeze I have smiled back an answer — this is what I shall never tire of telling you, Nathaniel. I will teach you fervor.


If I had known more lovely things than these, it is of them that I should have told you — yes, yes, of them and not of any others.


You have not taught me wisdom, Menalcas.


“Not wisdom but love.”


I felt for Menalcas more than friendship, Nathaniel and hardly less than love. I loved him too as a brother.


Menalcas is dangerous; beware of him; wise men condemn him but children are not afraid of him. He weans them from loving nothing but their own family and teaches them to leave it slowly; he makes their hearts sick with longing for fruit that is wild and sour, with curiosity for strange loves. Ah, Menalcas! I would gladly have travelled with you along many another path. But you hated weakness and your proud claim was to teach me to leave you.


There are strange possibilities in every man. The present would be pregnant with all futures, if it had not been already informed with its history by the past. But alas, a one and only past can offer us no more than a one and only future, which it casts before us like an infinite bridge over space.


We can only be sure of never doing what we are incapable of understanding. To understand is to feel capable of doing.  Assume as Much humanity as — let this be your motto.


Manifold forms of life! One and al, how beautiful I thought you! (This that I am saying to you is what Menalcas said to me.)


Indeed I hope that I have known al passions and all vices; at any rate I have favored them. I have been passionately drawn to al creeds; and on certain evenings I was mad enough almost to believe in my soul, I felt it so near escaping from my body. (Menalcas said this too.)


And our life will have been set before us like that glass of iced water, that moist glass which a sick man holds in his feverish hands, which he longs to drink, which. he drinks at one draught, knowing that he ought to wait but incapable of putting aside that delicious glass from his lips, so cool is the water, so hotly his fever pants for it.



II


Ah, how deeply I have inhaled the cold night air, ah, casements! And you, pale beams, streaming from the moon through the mists of night, so like water from a spring — one seemed to drink you!


Ah, casements! How often I have cooled my brow against your panes and how often, when I sprang from the unbearable heat of my bed and ran to the balcony, my desires vanished like a wraith at sight of the vast and tranquil skies!


Fevers of bygone days, you consumed my flesh with a mortal consumption; but how great is the soul's exhaustion when nothing distracts it from God!


The fixity of my adoration was fearful. I was absorbed in it to self-extinction.


“You would search long,” said Menalcas, “for the impossible happiness of the soul.”


After the first days of dubious ecstasy had gone by — but before I met Menalcas — I went through a period of anxiety, of suspense. It was like crossing a bog. I sank overwhelmed into heavy slumbers of which no amount of sleep sufficed to cure me. I lay down after my meals and slept. I woke up more tired than before, with a mind benumbed, as though in the first stages of a metamorphosis. Obscure operations of life; latent travail, unknown births awaiting their genesis, laborious deliveries; drowsiness, passivity; I slept like a chrysalis and a pupa; I let the new, already different creature I was going to be, form within me. All light reached me as though filtered through a depth upon depth of green waters, through leaves and branches. My perceptions were as confused and deadened as those of a stunned or drunken man. “Ah!” I prayed, “let the crisis come to a head now, at once, let the disease declare itself, the pain stab me!” And my brain felt like those stormy skies, charged with lowering clouds, on days when to breathe is almost impossible and all nature longs for the flash of lightning which will rip open the murky, humor-laden bladders that blot out Heaven's azure.


How long, how long, O waiting, will you last? And' once over, what will there be left to live for? “Waiting! Longing! For what?” I cried. “What can come that is not born of ourselves? And what can be born of us that we do not know already?”


Abel's birth, my betrothal, Eric's death — all this upheaval of my life, far from putting an end to my apathy, seemed to plunge me still deeper into it, so that my torpor seemed to come from the very complexity of my thought and indecision of my will. I should have liked to sleep to all eternity in the moisture of the earth, like a vegetable. Sometimes I said to myself that sensual pleasure would put an end to my trouble and tried to liberate my mind by exhausting my flesh. Then I went to sleep again for hour after hour, like small children who feel drowsy with the heat and are put to bed at noon in the stir of a bustling household.


Then, called back from Heaven knows where, I woke up in a sweat, with a beating heart and a numbed brain. The light that trickled in from below through the cracks of the closed shutters and cast green reflections of the lawn on to the white ceiling — that evening light was my one solace; it was soft and charming as the glimmer that filters through leaves and water and trembles on the threshold of dim grottoes, to eyes long accustomed to their glooms.


The household noises reached me vaguely. Slowly I came back to life. I washed in warm water and went langguidly down to the plain, as far as the garden bench, where in utter idleness I waited for the evening to draw in. I was perpetually too tired to speak, to listen, to write. I read:


. . He sees before him


The deserted roads, the sea-gulls


As they spread their wings and bathe


It is here that I must live . . .


... I am forced to dwell


Under the leaves of the forest,


Under the oak-trees


ln this underground cave.


Cold is this earthy house;


I am weary of it;


Gloomy the valleys,


High the hills.


Sad dwelling, set round with branches,


Roofed with brambles — 


Cheerless abode ”


The feeling that a plenitude of life was possible, though not yet achieved, sometimes came in glimpses, then oftener, then more and more insistently, hauntingly. “Ah!” I cried, “let a breach be thrown open, let the daylight come flooding in, let it shine at last among these perpetual peevish glooms! “


My whole being felt, as it were, an immense need to refresh its vigor in a bath of newness. I awaited a second puberty Ah! if only my eyes could see with new vision! If only I could cleanse them from the soil of books, make them more like the skies they look at-skies which to-day have been washed bright and clean by the recent rains… I fell ill; I travelled, I met Menalcas and my marvelous convalescence was a palingenesis. I was born again with a new self, in a new country and amongst things which were absolutely fresh.



III


Nathaniel, I will speak to you of waiting — expecting —  longing. (If I had one word to express this threefold meaning I would use it.)


I have seen the plains in summer waiting — expecting —  longing for a little rain. The dust on the roads had become so light that a breath raised it. It was not even longing — it was apprehension. The earth had cracked into great fissures from the drought, as though better to welcome the coming water. The scent of the wild moorland flowers was almost intolerable and the world lay gasping in the heat of the sun. Every afternoon we went to rest below the terrace, where we were a little sheltered from the extreme fierceness of the light. It was that time of year when the cone-bearing trees are laden with pollen and gently wave their branches in order to scatter their fertilizing dust abroad. Storm clouds had piled themselves in the lowering sky and al nature was expectant. The moment was oppressively solemn, for the birds had fallen silent. So hot a breath rose from the earth that all life seemed to be swooning and the pollen from the trees floated from the branches like a golden smoke. Then it rained.
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