

  

    

      

    

  








The Mirror























Machado de Assis












SYNOPSIS




In “The Mirror”, Machado de Assis shows, through Jacobina's experience, that each person has two souls: one intimate and the other shaped by social perception. Upon losing the prestige of his ensign's uniform, he discovers how identity depends on the approval of others.
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NOTICE




This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given the evolution in social norms and in our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.




Names from foreign languages will be preserved in their original form, with no translation.
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Four

or five gentlemen were debating various questions of high transcendence one

evening, without the disparity of votes bringing the slightest change to their

spirits. The house was on the hill of Santa Teresa, the room was small, lit by

candles, whose light mysteriously merged with the moonlight coming from

outside. Between the city, with its hustle and bustle and adventures, and the

sky, where the stars twinkled through a clear and peaceful atmosphere, were our

four or five investigators of metaphysical matters, amicably solving the most

arduous problems of the universe.




Why

four or five? Strictly speaking, there were four who spoke; but besides them,

there was a fifth person in the room, silent, thinking, dozing, whose

contribution to the debate was limited to the occasional murmur of approval.

This man was the same age as his companions, between forty and fifty, a

provincial, capitalist, intelligent, not uneducated, and, it seemed, astute and

caustic. He never argued and defended his abstention with a paradox, saying

that discussion is the polite form of the fighting instinct that lies in man as

a bestial inheritance. He added that seraphim and cherubim never argue and are,

moreover, spiritual and eternal perfection. When he gave the same answer that

night, one of those present challenged him to prove what he said, if he was

able. Jacobina (that was his name) reflected for a moment and replied: 




"On

second thought, perhaps you are right.




However,

in the middle of the night, this stubborn man spoke, not for two or three

minutes, but for thirty or forty. The conversation, in its twists and turns,

came to touch on the nature of the soul, a point that radically divided the

four friends. Each had his own opinion; not only agreement, but even discussion

became difficult, if not impossible, due to the multiplicity of questions that

arose from the main topic and, perhaps, to some extent, due to the

inconsistency of opinions. One of the debaters asked Jacobina for some opinion,

at least a conjecture.




“Neither

conjecture nor opinion,” he replied; "one or the other may give rise to

dissent, and, as you know, I do not argue. But if you will listen to me in

silence, I can tell you a case from my life that clearly demonstrates the

matter at hand. First of all, there is not one soul, there are two...




“Two?”




“No

less than two souls. Every human creature has two souls: one that looks from

the inside out, the other that looks from the outside in... Be amazed as you

will, you may stand with your mouths open, shrug your shoulders, do whatever

you like; I will not admit any reply. If you reply, I will finish my cigar and

go to sleep. The outer soul can be a spirit, a fluid, a man, many men, an

object, an operation. There are cases, for example, in which a simple shirt

button is the outer soul of a person; and so too are the polka, the voltarete,

a book, a machine, a pair of boots, a cavatina, a drum, etc. It is clear that

the function of this second soul is to transmit life, like the first; the two

complete man, who is, metaphysically speaking, an orange. Whoever loses one of

the halves naturally loses half of his existence; and there are cases, not

uncommon, in which the loss of the external soul implies the loss of the entire

existence. Shylock, for example. The outer soul of that Jew was his ducats; to

lose them was to die. “I shall never see my gold again,” he says to Tubal; “it

is a dagger that you thrust into my heart.” Consider this phrase carefully; the

loss of the ducats, his outer soul, was death to him. Now, it is necessary to

know that the external soul is not always the same...
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