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Preface





When it was still a typescript I gave this book to some friends of mine. They were, all of them, much irritated by its recurrent regression to myth. Alerted, I reminded myself that, generally speaking, we here have to do with myths of two types, myths that are self-portraits, self-enactments, of our instincts, and myths that institute the basic elements of culture, fire for example, and bread. Keeping this in mind, I asked myself, how otherwise than by unwinding an Ariadne’s skein of myths, each myth an initiation into who we are, can we come home to the deeper and more difficult reaches of our psyches? Also, how otherwise can we re-open the road to culture? More urgently: given the havoc that has attended our efforts hitherto in this regard, how otherwise can we open an alternative road to an alternative culture?


Looking back in particular at our Western efforts to set up a world for ourselves, it is clear that we have persistently done the wrong thing. At this stage, it isn’t only an albatross that is hanging from our necks. From Tiamat to Moby-Dick, every dragon and monster we have attempted to slay is hanging there. And so, if we were sapient, we would stop to take breath. And to take stock, all the way back to Marduk doing disastrous business in great waters.


As a consequence of something we might do, having taken stock, our karmic inheritance might fall from our necks, but, whatever else, the human unconscious will not fall out of the human psyche. Nor, in obedience to revolutionary fiat, will it sink into inanition.


What then? Where then? By what road then?


This side of The Voyage of the Beagle, the theranthropic is officially back in business. For some people at least it is agonistically back in business. Hence the road south to the Minotaur, the road south to Coatlicue, the road south to the Canyon. 


But a little way down any one of these roads, we will have come to see that revolutionaries who set up their ladder without looking to the Labyrinth are fooling themselves.


Next time, Jesus having pioneered the way for us in Gethsemane, we must attempt to bring the whole psyche with us. It is in acquiring a capacity for the whole psyche that we acquire a capacity for the whole Earth.


Keeping this in view, a more enlightened Enlightenment will suggest that our Discourse on Method is not a sufficient substitute for the Mabinogion, nor is our Principia Mathematica a sufficient substitute for a Principia Mythica.


A Principia Mythica we will continue to have only when someone is willing to live it, or be lived by it, myth after myth. In this regard Aeschylus is exemplary, for he doesn’t only retell the myths as he finds them. In retelling them he harrows them and he therefore also harrows the assumptions on which our culture is founded. Sometimes of course no amount of harrowing will suffice, for, faced with consequences, we come to see that what we need are new myths that imagine and validate new ways and these we either import or beachcomb the shores of unconsciousness for.


A Positivist will not agree, will rather suggest that we proscribe myth, and that for objectively good reasons. But then, Nietzsche discovered that dinosaur and trilobite weren’t only instinctively active in him, they were active in his thinking and dreaming, loving and hating. In its own way, of course, Greek myth knows that this is true of all of us, figuring it for us in Centaur and Minotaur. Since Centaur and Minotaur are outcrops of who we phylogenetically are, it would be unwise not to include them in an account of who we are, in an estimation of who we prospectively can be.


Even when, with the help of myth, we come to see and accept who we are, we can still mismanage who we are. Culturally, we can get off to a bad start, as I believe we in the West did. Given the ecological havoc inside and outside ourselves, it behoves us, claiming to be sapient, to do something about it.


Marx insisted that the task of philosophy is not to interpret the world but to change it. That might well be so in relation to our constructed, socio-economic world, but in relation to the natural world our task is to emancipate our eyes and minds from cultural predetermination and prejudice. Where necessary, that means emancipating ourselves from the myths and metaphors that have become forms of our sensibility and categories of our understanding. As such, whether consciously or unconsciously, they validate behaviour. It follows that if I am to heal myself I must do so all the way back to Mesopotamia, because it was there that my instincts, eyes and mind underwent their primary edification into a cultural norm. That norm I long ago experienced as a Babylonian captivity of instinct, eye and mind, and in order to flourish as a person, and to give the earth a chance, I had to emerge from it, meaning by implication that I had to emerge from Europe. This is the least we must demand of ourselves now that we have seen the earth from space. That sunlit wonder has been voyaging for four thousand, six hundred million years, and what a sadness it would be if, for want of refounding ourselves psychically and culturally, we became the iceberg into which it crashed.


What I have in mind when I talk about refounding ourselves psychically is that we would walk out of an order that has its origin in Marduk reaching for the sword and would walk into an order, not yet inaugurated, that has its origin in Jesus reaching for the karmic cup. That way, civility might cease to be a seedbed of savagery more frightful because more poisoned than anything we are likely to encounter in the wild. That way also, we may well be removing the reason for Enkidu’s revenge, seen so spectacularly for the first time in Nebuchadnezzar regressed to all fours.


Thought of which should bring us to our senses. To our pre-civil as well as to our civil senses.


To a Positivist continuing to object, I would further say that in voyaging with the Beagle, science itself has voyaged back to myth. Going ashore at Punta Alta and on Galapagos, there is something we unexpectedly see: as well as the revolutionary task of replacing an outer socio-political ancien régime that will engage the energies of a particular people of a particular time, there is the evolutionary task, continuing and common, of integrating our inner phylogenetic ancien régime, a depth of us which, as noted, has outcropped in Centaur and Minotaur.


Unlikely it is that Centaur and Minotaur will sing our ‘Marseillaise’ with us or that Coatlicue will do instant and reverent obeisance to the statue of Reason that we have set up in a secularized Notre Dame.


Nietzsche’s discovery and subsequent collapse is portent. In its portentous vicinity I hear the Fool’s question. Unhoused not just out in the heath, unhoused at home, I hear it:




‘How now, nuncle?’





Wallace Stevens called for a new intelligence. So far so good. In this book, as in my life, I have run the risk of myths that would redispose us to ourselves and to our world, that would make us available to further, indeed to final, evolution.


One last plea. My hodos has been a mythodos, a road measured not in miles but in myths, sometimes in many myths simultaneously. It has been so by need and necessity of nature in me. In no sense therefore are the myths I rehearse so many interruptions in a personal narrative. On the contrary, at stopping-off places as difficult as Mycenae, Pasiphae’s calving ground, Blackfoot dancing ground, Tenochtitlan, the Grand Canyon, the savannah under our city and the Grene Chapel, they are personal narrative, imagining me and mediating me to myself, more often than not without hope of ex-machina reprieve. Without myths I would be what Ajax was before his battle with Hector, a ‘land-fish, languageless’.


I sometimes imagine Picasso on a day when he knows that his death is upon him. Him in particular, because he has painted Guernica, and, more importantly, because he has sent a child with a dove in her arm or flowers in her arm to lead the Minotaur, blind and bellowing, back among us, and that, surely, is the counter-cultural enormity of our time. Sad to say, we haven’t welcomed them, certainly not in the way that the citizens of strong-walled Uruk in Sumeria welcomed Shamhat and Enkidu.


Unsure of what awaits him, now that his death is imminent, Picasso has been reading the ancient Egyptian Book of Gates, they being the terrible twelve Underworld gates that the dead pass through in the course of their night journey to immortal, marvellous life in Sekhet-Aaru, the Field of Reeds. It occurs to him that, in spite of four thousand years of added experience, we have no such book, and he sees what a poverty that is. In the hope of inspiration from beyond the border he has arrived at, he sets up twelve canvases in a semicircle in front of him, and he sets to work. On the first of them he paints Ishmael pushing off from his insular Tahiti. Moving on, he paints Pasiphae in somnambulant surrender to exogamous yearnings. He paints Andromeda exposed to monstrous violation at psychic low tide. He paints Hippolytus riding north along the old, laborious coast road to civilization, not this time to Athens, this time to hippolution. He paints Oedipus, himself blind, seeking to find his way in the irregular, blind Labyrinth of the Greek verb horao, meaning to see. He paints Enkidu putting his foot in our city gate, keeping it thus far open to all that we would exclude, to all that we would suppress. He paints Nebuchadnezzar regressed to all fours. He paints Jesus reaching for the karmic cup. He paints Jesus looking down into the empty skull, his own and Adam’s. He paints Sir Gawain going for broke at the Grene Chapel. He paints Narada walking out into the diluvian night. He paints Ishmael, meaning a new humanity, climbing a Kwakiutl shore into Vita Nuova and therefore into Mundus Novus.


As well as much else that he knows, Picasso at his latter end knows the risks we run when we run the risk of being fully human. And it is surely there, at the point of pushing off, that Ariadne’s ball of thread turns out to be a skein of sponsoring and inducting myths, else it is of little worth, or worse, else we repeat the protarchos ate, the primal, blind trespass that set us on the road to ecological havoc, not just to the Earth, to the Great Contrarium which, for all its all-too-red antagonisms, is yet a Great Ecumene.


Pulling apart since the big, ecumenical calamity so memorably recorded in the pit in Lascaux, history and evolution are like ships going their separate ways, ships already too far apart for loud-hailing communication with each other. Almost daily now, the distance between them deepens and widens. On the Moon widens, will widen when we get there on Mars.


Essential, therefore, that someone comes home from our long war with the world as we first found it. Essential that Mona Lisa comes down from her silly, isolating eminence and goes back by that winding, river-valley road into the great world she has for so long turned her back to, has for so long eclipsed.


At the end, below, of Bright Angel Trail, she will see what Jesus reaching for the karmic cup saw: it is ecumenically with alga, ammonite and trilobite that we evolve. 


It is ecumenically with our own inner depths that we evolve.


It is ecumenically with Centaur and Minotaur that we evolve.


It is from down there, having merged, that history and evolution will for the first time set out as a single ascent.


It is what I mean by nostos: a coming back by a road winding down through the geological ages into full acceptance of a common destiny with the Earth.


In this acceptance we become who we are, Eoanthropus, and ahead of us lies a more tremendous adventure than has so far opened before the first protein, all of it, the adventure I mean, all of it lived through, to its glorious end, in three days, by Christ.


Down there again therefore, I look up at the Grand Canyon rockwalls and I say, we are in it together. Coming to the trilobite of Bright Angel shale I say, it is together or not at all that we listen to the roaring of the great world. It is together or not at all that we hazard the journey to Medicine River.


No, Trilobite, no. Being fossilized is not an impediment.


No, Buffalo, no. When you come to God’s holy mountain, let it not be because you have hooves that you turn back.


We live this side of the voyage of the Beagle. A good thing it therefore is that, anterior to enlightenments mediated by reason, is a more radical and consequently more challenging enlightenment, or unconcealment, mediated by myth. And, certainly, an enlightenment that doesn’t take full account of who we are is but a kind of wishful thinking that leaves us surprised and at a loss what to do when, within sight of our spires, we once again end up mixed to anonymity with the mud of Flanders.


And yet, in our efforts to bring our whole pysche with us, it is of precipitous importance to remember that one can be as much an Icarus in transgressive descent as in transgressive ascent.


Likely it is that it will irritate secular humanists to say so, but it is for our own sake that great depths and heights are out of bounds. And, most mercifully, they will continue to be out of bounds until, at evening, the Sun God draws up alongside out door in his mesktet or night bark, until, again in the morning, he draws up alongside our door in his mandjet or day bark.


And it wouldn’t be wise, standing astern in either bark, to declaim Tom Paine’s The Rights of Man.


Wiser by far to read The Book of Caverns or The Book of Two Ways or The Book of Gates, or Am Duat, the book of what is in the Underworld.


As the Egyptian Book of the Dead itself might advise: until you are ‘an equipped spirit’, do not go, either gently or ungently, into that big night.


Why then religion? Why then culture? Why else but to equip us in this particular way? And that means providing us with something more than a blue Bavarian gentian, a ball of thread, Proserpina’s golden bough, or an obol for Charon. Neither singly nor together, will these ancient aids bring us to the end of who we inwardly are. Myths as well, even they cannot walk all the way with us. As the Kena Upanishad insists:




There goes neither the eye nor speech nor the mind; we know it not, nor do we know how to teach one about it. Different it is from all that is known, and beyond the unknown it also is.





At their best though, on Blackfoot dancing ground for instance, myths can and do help to accommodate the psyche to itself and to the world, and will do so until, like Narada, we walk into the dis-illusioning night, and that, quite simply, establishes their worth. Be it said, of course, that in these elementary negotiations elegance of effect is not yet a primary consideration. Here, we are closer to the raw than to the cooked. Here, Clytemnestra’s ololygmos will not be scored into the adagio or andante of a symphony’s second movement. Here, in relation both to inwardness and outwardness, humanity is a New England colt grazing downwind from a fresh buffalo robe, shaken by ‘nightmare and her ninefold’. For this, I take it, is where we are since, seeing consequences, Melville infiltrated our Bit Akitu beginnings and sent them to the bottom.


For all these reasons, and others, I cannot see how the book could have turned out much otherwise than it did: wearisome in parts and, as a whole, in aesthetic arrears of what a reader might legitimately expect.


Positively, the aesthetic deficit is due to a determination to be hospitable to chaos, in the hope that while it will undoubtedly be plentiful in sterile disorder, it might also be plentiful in blessings, in the blessing, who knows, of better beginnings.


No doubt about it though: chaos is tiresome, as also is anything which overgenerously admits it.


That acknowledged, what it attempts to do is what encourages me about the book. As though written between gyres, and mostly quite sure of where it wishes to go, but not so sure that it will get there, it unexpectedly catches sight of an evolutionary destination already reached and then, in full, retrospective recovery, it very deliberately enacts a nostos, a homecoming, to




Buddh Gaia.





For that indeed is what our planet is. By reason of all who have come to enlightenment in it, it is a star brighter than optically bright stars, it is a star brighter than stars still stellar.


EASTER 2000
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And our road may have to take a great swerve, that seems a retrogression.


D.H. Lawrence

























Lapwings I remember





Lapwings I remember. My mother lighting the lamp and in the field in front of the house lapwings calling, every call a complaint. Or so it seemed to me. And the wonder was that even when they were being battered by hailstones they didn’t alter their complaints. They neither lengthened nor deepened them. In all weathers, and at all hours of the night, their complaints were as elegant as their crests.


What saddened me is that they were so frightened of me. I only had to walk into the field and instantly they would become a flock of shimmerings swiftly swerving as they flew and then, as though quenching themselves, they would land farther off, among the rushes maybe, where I’d no longer be able to see them.


That’s what had happened this evening, but now again at nightfall they had come back to the richer feeding grounds beside the house and that I was glad of because if ours was a house that lapwings could come close to, then surely also it was a house that angels would come close to.


Surely tonight they would come close because since darkness had begun to fall this was Christmas Eve and Madeleine my oldest sister was singing ‘Silent Night, Holy Night’, and Chris had brought two bags of turf from the shed, and Babs had brought two buckets of water from the well, and already, its flame perfectly calm, the lamp was giving more light than the fire, with its raptures big and small.


But lamplight and firelight, that was every night.


Tonight was different.


Looking at the crib in the deep sill of our front window, I could see that the light of the highest heaven was in our house.


It was a night of wonders.


Tonight, all night, the gates of heaven would be open above us.


Riding animals higher than our horse, and wearing glittering vestments not clothes, the three Wise Men might pass through our yard tonight and if they did our father would show us the tracks in the morning. Plain as could be, we saw them last Christmas morning.


And Santa Claus would come and he would bring us what we asked for. To Babs he would bring a blouse. To me he would bring a game of Snakes and Ladders. And to Brenda and Phyllis he would bring dolls.


And soon we would have supper with currant cake.


There was no denying it, it was wonderful, and in a glow of fellow feeling with all our animals I went out and crossed the yard to the cowstall.


Pushing open the door, I looked in and at first I just couldn’t believe what I was seeing, no candles lighting in the windows, no holly, no crib, no expectation of kings or of angels, no sense of miracles. What I saw was what I would see on any other night, eleven shorthorn cows, some of them standing, some of them lying down, some of them eating hay, and some of them chewing the cud, and two of them turning to look at me.


Devastated, I had to admit it was an ordinary night in the stall.


Coming back across the yard I looked at the fowl house and the piggery and the darkness, and the silence that had settled on them couldn’t say it more clearly. Christmas didn’t happen in the outhouses. Christmas didn’t happen to the animals. The animals were left out. And since the animals were left out, so, inside me somewhere, was I.


In our house everything turned out as we expected it would.


We had currant bread for supper.


Madeleine leading the way, we sang the few bits of ‘Silent Night’ that we knew.


Around nine o’clock we went up to my mother’s and father’s room and found that Santa had come.


We played Snakes and Ladders till we were dead tired. I was five years old and I was having a bad Christmas. And it wasn’t because, in the last three games, I had landed more often on the mouth of a snake than at the foot of a ladder.


I couldn’t forget the dark stall.


And as well as that, Snakes and Ladders wasn’t just a game to me. It was a way, a first way, of understanding the world. Their throw of the dice brought the McGraths to the foot of a ladder. Our throw brought us to the mouth of a snake. The ladder carried them up in the world, the snake carried us down in it. And that’s why they had more land than we had. That’s why they had more cows, more milk to bring to the Creamery in Newtown, and more calves to sell at the fair in Listowel. That’s why Santa Claus brought them bigger and better toys at Christmas. That’s why when the Church collections were read from the altar, they were high up in the list and we were low down in it.


To make things worse, one year in February all our cows but two slung their calves. Our stall that we so depended on had become a place of awful miscarriage.  Instead of life it was death that was coming out of the backsides of our cows. There was one morning when we had to bury three little heaps of soft-boned, blind jelly in the dung heaps. That meant we would have much less milk to bring to the Creamery. That meant we would have no calves to go to the October fair with.


It was just as well that it wasn’t in our stall that Mary and Joseph had sought shelter.


The thought of Mary giving birth to death was enough to quench the stars.


The bits of ‘Silent Night’ we knew we sang. We sang it again and again. And then, almost killed with tiredness, we went to bed.




*





Every evening as darkness was falling Jameen Kissane would come to our house. To us, Jameen was as old as the fog, and as wise as the bushes. Given how he lived, and the few clothes he lived in, the long months of winter were hard on him. It was a comfort to him to come in and sit in the corner under our chimney breast. There he was out of the way of the draught, and there also he got the full benefit of the fire. But it wasn’t only the fire that revived him. On the hearth, in front of him, at this time of evening, there would be a three-legged, cast-iron oven with coals beneath it and coals on its lid. The last loaf of the day was being baked. And at that time too, just before supper, the kettle, also of cast-iron, would be spitting from within the flames that engulfed it on every side.


A tall, thin man with a small appetite, Jameen would eat by the fire.


A sense I had of him is that if bogdeal could talk it would talk as Jameen talked.


Certainly it was out of a past as old as bogdeal that he talked, and that suited the kind of fireplace we all sat at.


Cutting turf every year in the bog, we worked our way down into a world no human being had ever set foot on. By midday every day for five days we would be uncovering the floor of an ancient pine forest. The preserved tree stumps and trunks we’d uncover we called bogdeal. Sometimes the bark of a trunk we’d uncover would be as distinct as it was on the day it fell, frightening birds or deer into flight. Of one thing we could be sure, and that was that it fell long before even the most mythic of our ancestors walked here. And since Ireland is a country, and since, like every other country, it came into existence with the peoples who came here and settled here, then it followed that the tree stumps we uncovered were older than it.


I didn’t know it in any very conscious way then but I now know that this sacrament of going down below history had, by the time I was ten years old, given a direction, never afterwards much altered, to my life.


But we didn’t only stand deeper than Ireland in the bog. We sat deeper than Ireland by our fire.


Embedded in some of the sods we would bring to that fire three or four times a night would be shards of the old pine bark, would be fibres of the old tree stumps.


And that’s how I thought of Jameen Kissane.


Coming as he did every night at nightfall, he was in a sense the nightfall man, and if a tree stump, just uncovered, could talk, it would talk as he talked.


And the light of our paraffin lamp wouldn’t wither such talk.


How soft it was, the light of our lamp.


The light of our lamp didn’t drive all darkness from our house.


The light of our lamp didn’t drive all darkness from our minds.


Some nights, as if in séance, our lamp called the darkness to it.


And our minds too. Talking to us the way he did, Jameen Kissane uncovered the bogdeal in our minds. And in school the next morning how almost impossible it was to give serious heed to a teacher talking about prepositions or fractions, how almost impossible it was to sit in a bare desk and give serious heed to a man talking about a golden age, a silver age, a bronze age and an iron age.


No. As if by a kind of fatality, I was already looking another way.


We did have iron in our house of course.


Over our fire we had an iron crane.


At any one time of the day an iron pot or an iron kettle would be hanging from it. We had an iron tongs. The wheels of our ass cart and horse cart were shod in iron. Outside our school wall was Cooney’s forge, and even while we were learning to distinguish a noun from a pronoun we could hear the clear ring of the iron anvil.


So there was iron in our world, there was iron in our house, but we didn’t have a mind to go with.


One night Jameen picked up a boot of mine and saw that it needed a new half sole. He asked me to bring him the hammer, the last, the tack and a strip of leather from the right drawer of the dresser. Instantly and emphatically, my mother said no, pointing to a hen hatching eggs in a wooden butter box under the table. No, she said, that will have to wait for another night. Didn’t we know, she asked, that the sound of hammering might kill the chicks in the eggs. Again, three or four days later, hearing Chris hammering outside in the hayshed, she went to the door and called out to him to stop, at once.


In our house we lived from the belief that the sound of iron on iron was lethal.


In our house the metallurgical ages gave way to a hatching hen.




*





It suited me to be backward.


But we weren’t only backward in good ways.


One day, opening a wyand of hay in the West Field, my father found four bad eggs at the heart of it. This, as it would to any neighbour for miles around, brought the cold sweat out through him. But he had to stand his ground. He had to deal with the evil, because this was piseogs, a kind of witchcraft, certainly something more wicked than mere superstition.


Settling a bed of hay on the four prongs of his fork, he took the eggs, praying as he did so, and laid them on it. Then, careful that no egg would fall off, he walked towards the river. And the river, he was so glad to tell us when he came home, had taken the awful thing out of our land.


Only slightly degenerated from its Neolithic enormities, this kind of witchcraft was as common to our locality as its bushes were. No year went by but some awful new story did the rounds. One story had it that a woman opened her door one morning and a skinned calf fell inwards across her threshold. Another story had it that a priest who openly confronted the evil had, within a week, to confront it, in truly sensational form, within his own church.


The evil, it was clear, was not afraid of God. It was not afraid to go into his holy house and fight him there.


That terrified us.


Among us the fabulous had become fact.


Among us the enormous had become norm.


Dimly, we were aware that this form of witchcraft was based on the belief that like creates like. The bad eggs or the bad butter or the bad meat that someone placed in a field would turn the cattle that grazed that field into its image and likeness. Before long those cattle would themselves be bad meat. In other words, this didn’t work by the physical transmission of physical bacteria. It worked by the ritual power of sympathetic magic. Living where we did we too lived under a golden bough. Only in our case the bough was not so golden as it was at Nemi.


And so, a god who was serene and distant and uninvolved was no good to us. We needed a God who was willing to be incarnate.






Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis.


Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere nobis.


Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata mundi, dona nobis pacem.








We needed a God, who, whatever the cost to himself, was willing to come down out of his bliss and, like the river, carry this evil out of our world. We needed a God who was willing to live on among us in his sacraments. We heeded the prayer Danny O’ used to pray going to bed at night, the prayer in which he invoked the protection of the four angels at the four corners of his house, the prayer in which he invoked the protection of the four Evangelists at the four corners of his bed.


One year, on the third of the three Rogation Days, it fell to me to go to every field of our farm and sprinkle holy water on it. Crossing the gap into the West Field wasn’t easy, but I did it.


Then one day Jameen Kissane did the terrible thing. Finding butter in the field behind his house, he brought it in and ate it.


For weeks afterwards, coming as he did every night to our house, we were afraid of him. He had eaten evil. He had eaten the witchcraft of the ages. He must be contagious. He must be avoided.


In Wales, in the old days, when someone died, a tramp who walked the roads of the area would be informed and, without delay, he would come to the corpse-house. Once there, he would be invited to sit at the table and eat a meal specially prepared for him. Ritually, this meal was the sins of the dead person, and it was these sins, however mild or murderous, that the tramp was eating. Such a tramp was called the Sin-Eater.


Jameen was our Sin-Eater, but to our astonishment no harm settled on him. That should have been the end of life beneath the Golden Bough, but it wasn’t, not yet.


A few months later, in April, Tom Welsh and myself were coming up the road. We had cuttings Dan Scanlan had given us. Reaching the brow of Fitz’s Hill we recognized a woman everyone feared coming down towards us in her ass and cart. Terrified that she would put the evil eye on them, we dropped the cuttings and to make sure we were out of harm’s way we climbed through the fence where there was a break in the hawthorn hedge and went off searching for bird’s nests.


By the middle of May that year we had discovered forty-six nests, and these were the nests that were difficult to find, the nests of blackbirds, thrushes, wagtails, wrens, robins, larks, wild duck, snipe and, most difficult of all, the nests of goldfinches – three of them in the old apple trees of Paddy Aherne’s orchard.


Every evening after school that’s what we did. We went off to keep track of what was happening in these nests. On Saturdays, and again on Sundays, we would be out for most of the day.


Often, we would hear people saying that the countryside we lived in wasn’t fit for man or beast. Mary Ann Danny O’ was famous because, talking one day to a woman who had called to see her, she said, ‘Isn’t it a lonely place I am living in, and isn’t it lonely I am myself looking out this door and seeing nothing coming towards me always but the blowin’ wind and the wet rain?’


Maag Mahony, who lived in Poll, a place almost as desolate, agreed. ‘Yes,’ Maag said, ‘there are days when I look through my door and the only thing I can say about the wind is that it is blowin’ and the only thing I can say about the rain is that it is wet.’


We knew Mary Ann Danny O’. And yet, however much we tried, we couldn’t imagine her. We couldn’t imagine how she lived where she did. If only someone could, it would have been a mercy to have turned her into a bush. But then, there are limits too to what a bush will put up with.


We didn’t send a horse and cart for Mary Ann Danny O’.


We didn’t send a horse and cart for her the night she came home from Danny O’s funeral and slept in the bed he had been laid out in.


We didn’t take her in, this woman who lived where a snipe wouldn’t live.


We knew the way to her house and we blackguarded her, a rabble of us pounding her front door and then her back door with our fists, a yelling tangle of us making faces at her and screeching at her through her small, lace-curtained, cobwebbed windows.


One day, as we ran off in delighted triumph, I looked back and saw the white head of her, just the white head, craning forward in her doorway.


To this day I’ve seen nothing that so questions the right of the universe to exist, as it exists.




‘The blowin’ wind and the wet rain.’





Could it be that that is an antiphon from nature’s own requiem for her?


When Mary Ann Danny O’ pronounced it, the word wind rhymed with mind. And maybe that was her story. Maybe the world’s weather and the weather of her soul were one weather, and that being so she was able to live, into her white-headed eighties she was able to live, where a bush wouldn’t live, where a snipe wouldn’t live.


That the universe has survived Mary Ann Danny O’ leads me to believe that it could now be around for a long while.


It certainly survived long enough for Tom Walsh and myself to discover forty-six birds’ nests in it.


Clearly, these birds did not agree with us when we said that the place we lived in was the back of beyond. Clearly, sitting on their eggs in the hedges and in the heather, they didn’t agree with us when we said that the place we lived in wasn’t fit for man or beast.


How strange it was that we who so happily tormented Mary Ann were so tender towards nesting birds. Never once, by too sudden an approach, did we frighten a bird off her eggs. Never once, by lingering too long, did we make a hatching bird uneasy. Never once, by over-forcing our way to a nest, did we leave evidence of intrusion behind us. Rather than cause the slightest upset, we were happy to walk away not knowing what we would otherwise have liked to have known. And this paid off, because, to a quite remarkable degree, it fostered an intuitive sense of our surroundings in us. It was as if our oldest ancestors had whispered to us. In the stealth of our walking and, above all, in a kind of complicity with things, we were on the way to becoming good hunters.


Like good hunters, there was much that we knew.


At a glance we could distinguish a blackbird’s nest from a thrush’s nest. At a glance we could distinguish a linnet’s egg from a yellowhammer’s egg. And we knew where not to search for a snipe’s nest or a wild duck’s nest.


And because we couldn’t see them perhaps, few things we did gave us such silent delight as to insert a finger into a wren’s nest and feel five eggs, and then, to insert it again a few days later and feel five chicks.


For want of a good terrier and a good greyhound, we didn’t hunt foxes and hares and rabbits.


But that wasn’t the only reason. When we were still quite young we heard a story that put us off the idea. Out in the bogs one evening, the Hard Man loosed his hound after a big, heavy-looking hare. Coming to the place of carnage, he saw that the hare had been ripped open and her four babies had fallen out. On the football field and at fairs and at dances, the Hard Man was able, and made sure he was known to be able, to look after himself. He had never come second best out of a fight. But now, seeing the hare’s four babies, he was troubled and instead of leaving them to the hound, he picked them up and brought them home, and by a miracle of patient kindness he found a way of feeding them and caring for them and they lived. And the Hard Man himself – well, it wasn’t only that he didn’t loose his hound at hares any more.


That should have been the end of hunting among us.


It wasn’t. Not yet.


It was unfortunate for eels that they looked as they did, that they felt as slimy in the hand as they did.


Our hunting ground was a reach of river from Paddy Aherne’s to Danny Shaun’s.


Apart from an acquired sense of where we would find them, under large, loose stones in the shallows, we didn’t know much about eels.


To us they were a kind of shrivelled or degenerate water snake, and that gave us a right to be savage towards them.


Also, there was the game of Snakes and Ladders. As far as we were concerned, it could just as well have been called the game of Eels and Ladders. And even though in school we were with uncompromising severity being taught that things were as bad as they were because of a rebellious will in human beings, we nonetheless felt that in some way or another chance was also at work. Three squares ahead on the road home a snake waited for us, six squares ahead a ladder waited for us. A throw of the dice decided whether we were engulfed into a descent or enraptured in an ascent. A third possibility is that we would for the moment go forward in safety. But that kind of life didn’t appeal to us at all. And anyway, the people who lived that kind of life were always complaining about us. They were always telling on us to teacher, policeman and priest. And one of them had said, you should always hit a child when you meet him because if he isn’t coming from mischief he is going to it.


Ladders were for other people. But we didn’t take bad throws of the dice lying down.


We took on the Snake that had engulfed us. We took him on where we knew we would find him, under loose stones in the shallows of our river.


We hunted him with table forks and our glee was unconfined when we hung him aloft, gasping and wriggling, in the sunlight.


We might have been poor, someone might have put bad eggs in our hay and, following on that, all but two of our cows might have slung their calves, but in spite of that we were still alive, we were willing to live, and days there were when, coming home from the river, we were heroes. In the way that Michael the Archangel was a hero, we were heroes.


And now also we weren’t as uncomprehendingly helpless in the face of evil as we had been. We understood the thinking behind bad eggs in the hay or a skinned calf hanging from the door. Jameen had explained it to us.


There is, he said, a certain amount of bad luck in the world, and it must fall on people, not on all people, but on many people. In the way that bread and wine are the elements of the Eucharist, the bad meat and the bad eggs are the elements of a dark sacrament, a sacrament in which some people attempt to divert the bad luck that might fall on themselves onto others.


Could we in some cases, we asked him, be dealing with something more than an effort to avoid bad luck? Could we, in some cases, be dealing with ill will? Is there wickedness as well as bad luck in the world? we asked him.


The only good answer to that will come to ye in prayer, he said. But in the meantime, he continued, make sure ye don’t persecute anyone, or anything.


That from a man who had eaten bad luck.


That from a man who had eaten witchcraft and digested it and, no harm having come to him, there he was sitting by our fire, eating the supper my mother had given to him.


In doing what he did, Jameen had liberated us.


In saying what he had just said, he had challenged me to outgrow the game of Snakes and Ladders, and something must have happened, because from that night on the eels had a better time of it.


One Sunday evening everyone but me went to Holy Hour in the church. I stayed behind to mind the house and have a good fire on for Jameen when he came in.


I made tea for him and cut and buttered two slices of bread for him. Then I sat in the corner opposite him.


I was proud that he was talking to me. About how many of our cows had calved. About how much turf we had left. About what I would do when I finished in primary school.


He asked me if I felt a new power in my body.


In alarm, which I tried to hide, I said I did.


Don’t be afraid of that, he said. That is natural. Grow with that and it will make a man of you.


After that I was easier in myself than I had been for the past six months or so.


More often than not now, I’d go off through the fields on my own. There were fields that I loved. Fields with a sward of natural, wild herbs. In the Hill Meadow I saw hints of Paradise. It was the only name I had for the flowers that grew there, primroses and cowslips in the dry parts of it and in the more marshy parts, buttercups and orchids.


And I wondered. 


How could something so yellow as a buttercup come up out of brown soil? How could something so purple as an orchid come up out of it? How could something so perfect as a cowslip come up out of it?


Where did the colour and the perfection come from?


And what else was down there?


What else was I walking on?


To me to inhale the fragrance of a primrose was a Eucharist.


A Eucharist without suggestion of bloodshed or blood.


Sometimes I’d inhale the fragrance down to the very soles of my feet. Then I could walk the earth without hurting it. Then I could walk in Paradise. Right here in our own Hill Meadow, I could walk in Paradise.




It was a strange world of orchids and piseogs.


It was a strange world of cowslips and bad meat.





I often thought about the priest who had preached against piseogs. On the following Saturday night, when he went into his confession box to hear and forgive the sins of his people, he sat down on thirteen rotten eggs.




*





Ours was a house of talk. Big talk. Talk that never sickened into politeness, not even in the presence of holy things. And yet, because I suppose of their estranged rarity in a kitchen hung with flitches of bacon, I was often deeply surprised by two books I would sometimes come across, one was the Mass book, the Missal, the other was Iphigeneia at Aulis.


Some of the supplications in the missal were in Greek:






Kyrie eleison


Christe eleison


Kyrie eleison


Christe eleison


Kyrie eleison


Christe eleison 








Some of its antiphons and responsories were in Latin: 






Dominus vobiscum


Et cum spirito tuo







Sursum corda


Habemus ad Dominum








Iphigeneia at Aulis, a book Chris was studying, that was entirely in Greek, and though I couldn’t read it, not just yet, I did know what it was about.


What I above all knew is that I only had to open these books under the flitches of bacon hanging from six-inch nails on the high cross-beam and they made sense. 


Visually, if in no other way, they made sense.


Regularly, my mother would sharpen an already sharp knife on the concrete floor, knocking sparks out of it as she did so. She would go out to the fowl-house and come back with an outraged, red, squawking cock. Wedging him between her thighs, she would pluck the throat feathers and then, cutting off his gloriously combed and wattled head, she would let the sometimes spasming, spattering rope of blood flow down into a bowl where it would settle into an accusation all the more dreadful because it was so serene.


Outside, on a little rise in the yard, I had often held the basin to the red throat-torrent from a pig we were killing, held it till her last gurgle, held it till her last unsquealing collapse into cuttable meat.


Into meat so quietly cuttable that this, too, was a horror of accusation.


As accusation, the quiet was more frightful than the squeal.


What was it like, the silence of Iphigeneia after her last gurgle?


What was it like, the silence of Christ after his last gurgle?


How did the mountains survive such silence? How did the stars survive it?


One thing was sure. It is a tough universe we live in.


Or was it that the universe has decided to go blind and go deaf? Is that the only way it can cope with being what it is?


I couldn’t say. Not then. Nor for a long time after.




But how like the beach of Aulis our yard was.


How like the beach of Aulis our floor was.





Looking at the quiet head, so gloriously combed and wattled, it was hard to believe that Agamemnon could have anything but a red homecoming. Looking at it, it was hard to believe that humanity at large could have anything but a red homecoming.


Ah Jesus! How we needed not to wake up from the sheltering hypnosis of habit and familiarity.


How we needed to be put to sleep by a great religion.


How we needed a religion to cover our tracks to Ned Stack’s butcher’s stall.


Ah Jesus! How we needed to sing in a language which, because we didn’t speak it everyday, distanced and tamed the horror:






O salutaris hostia


Quae caeli pandis ostium


Bella praemunt hostilia


Da robur fer auxilium.








If only while we were singing them, these hymns drowned out the accusing silence, they drowned out the accusing squeal.


Two books there were in our house, one Classical and one Christian.


For me, for a few years, they made sense of our floor, they made sense of our yard. 




*





I was sixteen years old and with barely concealed aggression in their voices older men would refer to me as ‘that young buck’.


‘Who is that young buck?’ I would hear them ask.


‘Where does that buck think he’s going?’ ‘Shouldn’t that young buck with the wavy hair be playing at full back not centre-half back?’ ‘He’ll be a fine man yet, that young buck.’


In August I was in the bog drawing out the turf with our ass and cart, the cart mounted with rails I had borrowed from Dan Quinn.


We’d had five or six weeks of good weather, so the bog was dry and firm having a good crust on it even where it was more or less bald in near the brink. That was a blessing, because it meant that the cart wouldn’t be sinking up to its axle nor would the ass be sinking up to his houghs. I was having an easy time of it, bringing out about fifty railfulls every day. There was a lot of handling in that. Filling the rails, I had of course to handle every sod once, and then, emptying them outside by the road, even with the cart tipped up, I had to handle most of them a second time. But I didn’t see one of them. What I was seeing was the convent girls. In the interest of segregation, the convent girls went to their school a half an hour earlier than we went to ours and they came home a half a hour later. But we did get to know them, always in so far as we could manage it, in circumstances of contrived casualness. All day every day for five days I saw only them.


That there was an old forest floor ten feet under me meant nothing to me now.


I wanted to walk among living pines, not dead pines, and I wanted to walk among them with Bridie Sullivan.


I often imagined it.


Having met by pure chance, Bridie and myself would be cycling home from Listowel some night and a shower would come, and we’d take shelter under a bush and I’d be all poetry to her.


In the eyes of people looking at me playing centre-half back for our college, I might be a young buck, but under the bush with Bridie I’d be Il Penseroso.






     But let my due feet never fail


To walk the studious cloister’s pale,


And love the high embowed roof,


With antique pillars massy-proof,


And storied windows richly dight


Casting a dim religious light.


There let the pealing organ blow


To the full-voiced quire below,


In service high and anthems clear,


As may with sweetness, through mine ear,  


Dissolve me into ecstasies,


And bring all Heaven before mine eyes.


And may at last my weary age


Find out the peaceful hermitage,


The hairy gown and mossy cell,


Where I may sit and rightly spell


Of every star that heaven doth shew,


And every herb that sips the dew,


Till old experience do attain


To something like prophetic strain.


       These pleasures, Melancholy, give;


And I with thee will choose to live.








That is how I would picture myself to Bridie.


And Bridie would want to hear more. And there would be lots more poems that I would recite to her. And even when the shower had stopped she would make no move to come out from under the bush, and the bush would be dripping and I’d ask her was she wet and she’d say yes and I’d say me too, ’tis running down my back, and I’d turn up the collar of my coat and to show her how caring I was I would turn hers up too, and then she would say she was sad and I’d ask her why and she’d say she was sad because I was going off to a cloister, and she’d be silent for a while and I’d be silent and then she’d ask me why was I going to a cloister and I’d talk to her about the ecstasies of the saints and she’d ask me to wait for a couple of years more, she’d tell me I was needed on the Newtown football team, and I’d tell her I’d think about it and I’d tell her the next time we met coming home from Listowel, and I’d ask her when would she next be coming at night from Listowel and she’d say Sunday night and I’d say, yes, I’ll meet you Sunday night coming home from Listowel, and then we’d come out from under the bush and we’d get our bikes and we’d cycle out the road, out past Mary Hegarty’s and Danny Lynes’, and we’d stop at Blake’s Cross and she’d kind of fall towards me off her bike and I’d rescue her from a bad fall and we’d say good night and she’d cycle on towards her house which was up a side road and I’d cycle on towards ours and I’d sing so that she would hear me.






The heath was green on Carrig Donn,


Bright shone the sun on Árd na Lee,


The dark green trees bent trembling down


To kiss the slumbering Owenabwee,


That happy day ’twas but last May,


’Tis like a dream to me,


When Donall swore, aye o’er and o’er,


He’d part no more, a stór mo chroí.







The heath is brown on Carrig Donn,


The clouds are dark o’er Árd na Lee,


And many a stream comes rushing down 


To swell the angry Owenabwee.


The moaning blast is sweeping past


Through many a leafless tree,


But I’m alone, for he is gone,


My hawk has flown, ochón mo chroí.







Soft April showers and bright May flowers


Will bring the Summer back again,


But will they bring me back the hours


I spent with my brave Donall then?


’Tis but a chance, for he’s gone to France,


To wear the Fleur de Lys;


But I’ll follow you, my Donall Dhu,


For still I’m true to you, mo chroí.








In reality, I was in the bog alone drawing out turf with an ass and cart and, however intense and persistent the longings, I never for a moment gave myself a chance with Bridie. I didn’t even tell her or so much as contrive a meeting alone with her. But she was on my mind to such an extent that I never actually noticed that every time I went to Newtown I met Betty Guiney. On Sundays after Mass a gang of us would be hanging around Brosnan’s Corner and she’d come to her door and call me over and ask me if I was going to the dance in Listowel tonight.


By seven o’clock Betty would be on the bar of my bike and, wind or rain, winter or summer, we’d cycle the seven miles to the dance in Listowel.


One night Betty walked out the road with Jim Crowley. I waited till she came back and three-quarters of an hour later, still on my bike, my foot resting on the pavement kerb outside her door, I said good night to her.


My problem was that for my first ten years in school, I was at the back of the class. In the end, I came to see myself as my teachers saw me and as everyone in my class saw me. Without knowing it, I made a compact with being last. And when, eventually, my exam results showed that I was first, I regarded it as a fraud. Nothing so trivial as a fact could give the lie to an old sense of myself.


Being last, it never occurred to me to put two and two together and conclude that Betty Guiney was fond of me. Even when she was on the bar of my bike and we were alone coming home from a dance in Listowel, and her hair was blowing back in my face, I never once leaned forward into it.




*





My father was sitting under the mirror at the far side of the kitchen. Sometimes my father and his dog wouldn’t only look at each other, they would seem to sit there conjuring each other across a limit of what was normally possible between an animal and a human being. That is what they were now doing, and I was happy to leave them to it, because for about ten hours a day, for the past three days, Darwin was guiding me into disaster. In a sense, the disaster occurred the moment I consented to walk with him. Since then, all I had done was to push on with him to the final enormity. It came when he led me in under a rockwall thirteen and three-quarters British Miles high:




It is hardly possible for me even to recall to the reader, who may not be a practical geologist, the facts leading the mind feebly to comprehend the lapse of time. He who can read Sir Charles Lyell’s grand work on the Principles of Geology, which the future historian will recognize as having produced a revolution in natural science, yet does not admit how incomprehensibly vast have been the past periods of time, may at once close this volume. Not that it suffices to study the Principles of Geology, or to read special treatises by different observers on separate formations, and to mark how each author attempts to give an inadequate idea of the duration of each formation or even each stratum. A man must for years examine for himself great piles of superimposed strata, and watch the sea at work grinding down old rocks and making fresh sediment, before he can hope to comprehend anything of the lapse of time, the monuments of which we see around us.


It is good to wander along lines of sea-coast, when formed of moderately hard rocks, and mark the process of degradation. The tides in most cases reach the cliff only for a short time twice a day, and the waves eat into them only when they are charged with sand or pebbles; for there is reason to believe that pure water can effect little or nothing in wearing away rock. At last the base of a cliff is undermined, huge fragments fall down, and these remaining fixed, have to be worn away, atom by atom, until reduced in size they can be rolled about by the waves, and then are more quickly ground into pebbles, sand, or mud. But how often do we see along the bases of retreating cliffs rounded boulders, all thickly clothed by marine productions, showing how little they are abraded and how seldom they are rolled about! Moreover, if we follow for a few miles any line of rocky cliff, which is undergoing degradation, we find that it is only here and there, along a short length or round a promontory, that the cliffs are at the present time suffering. The appearance of the surface and the vegetation show that elsewhere years have elapsed since the waves washed their base.


He who most closely studies the action of the sea on our shores, will, I believe, be most deeply impressed with the slowness with which rocky coasts are worn away. The observations on this head by Hugh Miller, and by that excellent observer, Mr Smith of Jordan Hill, are most impressive. With the mind thus impressed, let any one examine beds of conglomerate many thousand feet in thickness, which, though probably formed at a quicker rate than many other deposits, yet, from being formed of worn or rounded pebbles, each of which bears the stamp of time, are good to show slowly the mass has been accumulated. Let him remember Lyell’s profound remark that the thickness and extent of sedimentary formation are the result and measure of the degradation which the earth’s crust has elsewhere suffered. And what an amount of degradation is implied by the sedimentary deposits of many countries! Professor Ramsay has given me the maximum thickness, in most cases from actual measurements, in a few cases from estimate, of each formation in different parts of Great Britain, and this is the result:
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	– making altogether 72,584 feet; that is, very nearly thirteen and British Miles. 


















Led there by Darwin, I had come in under these sedimentary miles and I didn’t know, looking up at them, that I would or could hold on to my mind.


It occurred to me that I should read the passage to my father, but looking across at him, I sensed that a gulf had opened between us.


I got up and went out into the yard. It was a wild night, the wind squalling from the west, and now, for the first time in my life, I found myself hanging in a kind of infinite isolation in infinite space, and there was nothing, nothing, nothing I could now, or ever, do about it.


Providentially, I believe, giving my mind something normal to be normal with, I saw a piece of paper being blown across the yard. Instinctively, I followed it, across the lawn, across the wall, across the road, and it was only when a twisting gust of wind lifted it and carried it up over the hedge into Welsh’s field that I stopped, in one way stopped, because, years later, I was still following it in my mind, hoping that it would guide me past the lost God to a God I could once again believe in.


A few weeks later, meeting him on the stairs, the president of our college challenged me saying, ‘You look so distraught these days, Moriarty. Is there anything you would like to come and talk to me about?’


I didn’t tell him that, having crashed into Professor Ramsay’s sums, my world, my biblical world, had gone to the bottom.


Nor did I talk to him about life in the new world, about life in the shadow of those infinitely indifferent, yet indefinitely damaging sedimentary miles.


It was in class, while we were revising a course in history, that I found what I at first thought was the perfect analogue to what had happened to me.


Christians and Aztecs had a different way of reckoning historical time.


In the Christian calendar, it was in 1519 A.D. that Cortez and his men began tumbling the world of Aztecs down the steps of its own high places.


In the Aztec calendar, this event took place in Year One Reed.


Year One Reed, clearly, was a frightful year for Aztecs. It was the year in which they lost their religion, their culture, their world.


Something like that has happened to me, I thought. I’ve undergone a Year One Reed.


Over and over and over again, now that I had lost it, I rehearsed it: I had grown up in a world which, according to Bishop Ussher’s reckonings, the one true God had made in 4004 B.C. It was a great drama, that world. A drama in five acts, the acts being Creation, Fall, Revelation, Redemption and Last Things. Having become incarnate in it, the God who created our world had left sacraments and commandments in it. By receiving the graces made available to us in these sacraments and by keeping these commandments, we could in the end win through to a life of glory. Alternatively, by rejecting the sacraments and breaking the commandments we could be running the risk of damnation. It was in other words a drama that had for issue one or the other of two stupendous possibilities, eternal bliss in heaven or eternal perdition in hell.


That was the story I lived in. That was the story that sheltered me. And now I knew that it isn’t only houses that shelter us. Only a great story can shelter us.


It was my calamity that I had fallen out of my story. I had fallen out of a world into a universe that seemed infinitely indifferent, even hostile, to my purposes and yearnings.


And the killingly lonely thing was, I didn’t know of anyone else to whom this had happened. As far as I could see, it was an utterly unique calamity. It only deepened my isolation whenever I attempted to talk to someone about it.


I felt like Job. Anyone who talked to me out of the old orthodoxies couldn’t comfort me. In one sense, I was more helpless and more bereft than Job because, all else having failed, there was no God that I could appeal to.


I continued in this state, alone and not talking to anyone about it, for three dreadful years.


Then, when I no longer looked for it or expected it, comfort, of a kind, came.


Back in Mary Ann Danny O’s world, back in that world of blowin wind and wet rain after some months in a teacher’s training college in Dublin, I was reading Moby-Dick. Having seen early on that this was something altogether more than an adventure story, I knew I would have to read it again. For the moment, I was happy to acquire an initial sense of it, but then, turning a page, I found myself listening to Ishmael, the narrator of the adventure, talking like this: 




Ere entering upon the subject of fossil whales, I present my credentials as a geologist, by stating that in my miscellaneous time I have been a stonemason, and also a great digger of ditches, canals, and wells, wine-vaults, cellars, and cisterns of all sorts. Likewise, by way of preliminary, I desire to remind the reader, that while in the earlier geological strata there are found the fossils of monsters now almost completely extinct; the subsequent relics discovered in what are called the Tertiary formations seem the connecting, or at any rate intercepted links, between the antechronical creatures and those whose remote posterity are said to have entered the Ark; all the Fossil Whales hitherto discovered belong to the Tertiary period, which is the last preceding the superficial formations. And though none of them precisely answer to any known species of the present time, they are yet sufficiently akin to them in general respects, to justify their taking rank as cetacean fossils.


Detached broken fossils of pre-adamite whales, fragments of their bones and skeletons, have within thirty years past, at various intervals, been found at the base of the Alps, in Lombardy, in France, in England, in Scotland, and in the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. Among the more curious of such remains is part of a skull which in the year 1779 was disinterred in the rue Dauphine in Paris, a short street opening almost directly upon the palace of the Tuileries; and bones disinterred in excavating the great docks of Antwerp, in Napoleon’s time. Cuvier pronounced these fragments to have belonged to some utterly unknown Leviathanic species.


But by far the most wonderful of all cetacean relics was the almost complete vast skeleton of an extinct monster, found in the year 1842, on the plantation of Judge Creagh, in Alabama. The awe-stricken credulous slaves in the vicinity took it for the bones of one of the fallen angels. The Alabama doctors declared it a huge reptile, and bestowed upon it the name of Basilosaurus. But some specimen bones of it being taken across the sea to Owen, the English Anatomist, it turned out that this alleged reptile was a whale, though of a departed species. A significant illustration of the fact, again and again repeated in this book, that the skeleton of the whale furnishes but little clue to the shape of his fully invested body. So Owen rechristened the monster Zeuglodon; and in his paper read before the London Geological Society, pronounced it, in substance, one of the most extraordinary creatures which the mutations of the globe have blotted out of existence.


When I stand among these mighty Leviathan skeletons, skulls, tusks, jaws, ribs and vertebrae, all characterised by partial resemblances to the existing breeds of sea-monsters, but at the same time bearing on the other hand similar affinities to the annihilated antechronical Leviathans, their incalculable seniors, I am, by a flood, borne back to that wondrous period, ere time itself can be said to have begun; for time began with man. Here Saturn’s grey chaos rolls over me, and I obtain dim, shuddering glimpses into those Polar eternities; when wedged bastions of ice pressed hard upon what are now the tropics; and in all the 25,000 miles of this world’s circumference, not an inhabitable land’s breath of land was visible. Then the whole world was the whale’s; and, king of creation, he left his wake along the present line of the Andes and the Himalehs. Who can show a pedigree like Leviathan? Ahab’s harpoon had shed older blood than the Pharaoh’s. Methuselah seems a schoolboy. I look round to shake hands with Shem. I am horror-struck at this antemosaic, unsourced existence of the unspeakable terrors of the whale, which, having been before all time, must needs exist after all humane ages are over. 





Given what then ailed me, I could have been given no better Christmas gift than this, the knowledge that someone else had experienced the shudder and the horror, the knowledge that someone else’s world had opened at the seams and left him to fend for himself in the purely unseeing, purely unknowing overwhelmings of Saturn’s grey chaos.


So the shudder and the horror were normal. Normal to the extent that at least one other person had experienced them.


And someone else had looked into the universe and seen it as it was before all humane ages had begun, had seen it as it would be after all humane ages were over.


At Christmas, with the crib in the window, it consoled me to know that someone else had experienced a Year One Reed. And not only that. Someone had experienced a Year One Reed similar in content and consequence to the one I had experienced.


During those first couple of years studying in Dublin and working during the holidays in London, I had access to books, and now I could say it: I was an Aztec. A European Aztec. Or a European Aborigine. One day, three tall ships arrived off our coast. They were captained by Darwin, Freud and Einstein. Effectively, they were our conquistadors, because when they came inland and looked at it with a hard scientific eye, our golden bough became a blasted bough, and that, I had reason to know, is serious. Even when a Golden Bough sponsors little but delusion, it is serious. Disinheritance from delusion is still disinheritance. And it is when the disinheritance is radical that the truly dreadful can happen.


With that I felt I had the key to what has happened in Europe in the last three centuries.


Europeans didn’t only disinherit Aztecs and Incas. Continuously, since the sixteenth century, we have been disinheriting ourselves. And so, hills that echo back the ring of our geological hammers have also echoed back the whistles of our nacht-und-nebel trains.


At this juncture, I felt I could think for myself. And already now I had made up my mind on two things. I would have a go at living in the modern world, but I wouldn’t be conscripted by it.




*





I was in the bog with my father. We were drawing out the turf. His ass would walk where mine would sink and that, while we were eating our lunch in the high heather, is what we were talking about, the lightness of step that some people have and the pure dead weight in the walk and talk of others. It was obvious to us that this has nothing to with what we weigh on the scales. A small light man would sometimes sink to his ankles where a big, heavy-looking man would leave only the faintest evidence of his passing. It had to do with mind, we concluded. Some people’s minds give buoyancy to their bodies, whereas other people’s minds dumbfound their bodies to such an extent they could never be slaughánsmen.


‘Would you give me the money to go to university?’ I asked my father as we gathered up the lunch things.


He was as surprised by the question as I was, because people from our background wouldn’t think of going to university.


‘Is that what you want?’ he asked, holding his nerve.


‘Yes.’


‘So you don’t like the teaching?’


‘It isn’t so much that. It’s a hunger that is in me.’


‘Did you ever change your mind about settling on the land? If you did we could buy a second farm. There’s one going at the moment, sixty acres for seventeen hundred pounds.’


‘No. That doesn’t interest me.’


‘So it’s university, is it?’ 


‘Yes.’


‘How much will it cost?’


‘Three hundred pounds a year for three years, nine hundred pounds.’


‘That’s alright then. We’ll cycle to Listowel tomorrow.’


By the time I was fourteen I had cycled the road to Listowel into a particular sense of myself. To begin with, it was the road past Jack Scanlan’s, Danny Shaun’s, Richie Fitz’s, Con Lynch’s, Jim Joy’s, Willie Welsh’s, Paddy Culhane’s, Molly Finnucane’s, Moss Keane’s, Ned Spillane’s. Between Spillane’s and Flavin’s at Dearg Owen Cross I crossed out of what we would all have thought of as our near neighbourhood, and somewhere there I would stop singing. The songs I sang had big, wide, open longings in them and that is why I sang them. I wanted the horizons of longing in those songs to lie down with the horizon of our world and make it less lonely. Singing those songs in the way that I sang them, I was trying to rescue a people up into their longings, I was trying to tell them that there is something more than bog sadness to the world, I was trying to tell them there is something more to the world than the blowing wind and the wet rain. And I sang because I wanted to be heard. Passing every house, I wanted the people who were getting up in it or making tea in it to recognize me as me. I wanted them to recognize me as John, the lad who sings:






O Molly, dear Molly, it breaks my fond heart


To know that forever we two must part,


But I’ll think of you, Molly, and the golden sunshine


On the banks of the Suir that flows down by Mooncoin.








Between Spillane’s and Flavin’s I would fall silent. From then on there were houses that were important not because I wanted the people who lived in them to recognize me but because they were stages on the way. There was Blake’s Cross and Danny Lyon’s. There was Danny Connasheen’s, Donal Bill’s, Scannell’s, the Soldier’s Cottages, the Caherdonn Cottages, and then on the left, at our side of the town, a college called after Michael the Archangel.


From our house to St Michael’s was seven and three-quarter miles, and neither wind nor rain nor ice nor snow nor a burst tyre nor a missing free wheel would be accepted as a legitimate excuse for not being at our desks by half past nine.


For the first three or four miles it was a bleak road with good land and bad land and bogs and bushes either side of it. From Blake’s Cross on there was a sense of richer farmers farming richer land. We would pass them going to the Creamery, almost always in a horse and cart not in an ass and cart, and the horse and the harness and the cart itself would be in much better trim. Here the two black horses that pulled the hearse were very well groomed. Their hooves were polished.


In an ordinary, in a very ordinary sense, this was the road to Listowel. But for me, by the time I was seventeen, it was also the road to that not-so-lost land where I too could be a companion to Lycidas: 






Together both, ere the high lawns appeared


Under the opening eyelids of the Morn,


We drove a-field, and both together heard


What time the grey-fly winds her sultry horn,


Batt’ning our flocks with the fresh dews of night,


Oft till the star that rose at evening bright


Toward heaven’s descent had sloped his westering wheel.


Meanwhile the rural ditties were not mute,


Tempered to th’oaten flute;


Rough Satyrs danced, and Fauns with cloven heel


From the glad sound would not be absent long;


And old Damaetas loved to hear our song….








For me, by the time I was seventeen, the road to Listowel was the road to Helvellyn and its cliffs and crags. It was the road to Derwent Water and Lake Windermere.


I would often imagine myself living in a house between woods on the shore of Derwent Water. In the next, small, stone-walled field lived Lucy:






Three years she grew in sun and shower;


Then Nature said, ‘A lovelier flower


     On earth was never sown;


This child I to myself will take;


She shall be mine, and I will make


     A lady of my own.







‘Myself will to my darling be,


Both law and impulse: and with me


     The girl, in rock and plain,


In earth and heaven, in glade and bower,


Shall feel an overseeing power


     To kindle or restrain.







‘She shall be sportive as the fawn


That wild with glee across the lawn


     Or up the mountain springs;


And hers shall be the breathing balm,


And hers the silence and the calm


     Of mute insensate things.







‘The floating clouds their state shall lend


To her; for her the willow bend;


     Nor shall she fail to see,


Even in the motions of the storm


Grace that shall mould the maiden’s form


     By silent sympathy.







‘The stars of midnight shall be dear


To her; and she shall lean her ear  


     In many a secret place


Where rivulets dance their wayward round,


And beauty born of murmuring sound


     Shall pass into her face.







‘And vital feelings of delight


Shall rear her form to stately height,


     Her virgin bosom swell;


Such thoughts to Lucy I will give


While she and I together live


     Here in this happy dell.’







Thus Nature spake – The work was done –


How soon my Lucy’s race was run!


     She died, and left to me


This heath, this calm, and quiet scene;


The memory of what has been,


     And never more will be.








Mornings there were when, cycling between two bogs, I could see that it was all a lie.


But I needed the lie.


I needed to walk in his world with Lycidas.


I needed to live next door to Lucy.


I couldn’t always be thinking about bad eggs in the hay, or bad meat in the Bridge Field. I couldn’t always be thinking of a skinned calf falling inwards across a woman’s threshold. I couldn’t always be thinking of a priest sitting down on thirteen rotten eggs within his own confession box. I couldn’t always be thinking of pig’s last gurgle. I couldn’t always be thinking of young cock’s head, gloriously combed and wattled, lying there like a living hallucination on our concrete kitchen floor.


Walking with Lycidas. Living with Lucy.


In reality, I’d find myself walking a stretch of his road with Paddy Culhane.


In reality, I lived a few sad fields away from Mary Ann Danny O’.


And nature had never called either the one or the other of them her darling.


Instead, from inside them and outside them, nature had havocked them and it showed.


Passing his scraw hut in the morning, I would sometimes wonder about Paddy Culhane.


Can anything lift his heart? I’d wonder.


I’d wonder, but I wouldn’t stop singing.






The cool shades of evening their mantle were spreading,


And Mary all smiling sat listening to me.


The moon thro’ the valley her pale rays were shedding


When I won the heart of the Rose of Tralee. 


Though lovely and fair as the Rose of the summer,


Yet ’twas not her beauty alone that won me.


Oh, no! ’Twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning


That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee.








It was a terrible thought, but I thought it: maybe Paddy Culhane and Mary Ann Danny O’ have gone so far down that even the Mass with all its Gethsemane and Good Friday depths can no longer reach them, or even see them.


The thought of depths too deep for Christ, too deep for God, that was a thought I couldn’t live with.


That there were depths the sorrowful mysteries of the Rosary couldn’t plumb, that was too much for me. I walked with Lycidas, I lived next door to Lucy, or, despairing of this world altogether, I followed the girl with apple blossom in her hair:






I went out to the hazel wood


Because a fire was in my head,


And cut and peeled a hazel wand,


And hooked a berry to a thread;


And when white moths were on the wing,


And moth-like stars were flickering out,


I dropped the berry in a stream


And caught a little silver trout.







When I had laid it on the floor


I went to blow the fire aflame,


But something rustled on the floor,


And some one called me by my name:


It had become a glimmering girl


With apple blossom in her hair,


Who called me by my name and ran


And faded through the brightening air.







Though I am old with wandering


Through hollow lands and hilly lands,


I will find out where she has gone,


And kiss her lips and take her hands;


And walk among long dappled grass,


And pluck till time and times are done


The silver apples of the moon,


The golden apples of the sun.








It didn’t work.


I went out to look at them one winter’s night and the stars above our yard weren’t moth-like. Maybe things were different in Sligo, but here in bleak North Kerry I couldn’t see things as Aengus saw them. Here, above our yard, reality was shining through our images and our metaphors. It was shining through them where, from long usage, they were out at elbow and heel.


If I had seen it coming I would very likely have tried to shut the question out, but, catching me unawares, it all but asked itself: has English literature ever seen reality? Can it cope redemptively with reality? Can it cope redemptively with the cock’s blood in a bowl on the lowest shelf of our dresser?


Over night, almost, the road to Listowel was the road to the ancient Mediterranean.


And that after all is what St Michael’s had in mind.


As a place of learning, St Michael’s was a roadsign pointing to Jerusalem, Athens and Rome. The objective was that I would one day be worthy to be a fellow citizen with Isaiah in Jerusalem, with Aeschylus in Athens, with Cicero in Rome.


And that education did help.


It helped me to merge our yard and our floor with the floor of the theatre of Dionysus in Athens.


It helped me to merge our yard and our floor with the awful but redemptive sanctities of the Mass, with its sepultus est and its sursum corda.


But I had only reckoned with Bishop Ussher’s sums.


I hadn’t reckoned with




Cretaceous


Jurassic


Triassic


Devonian


Silurian


Cambrian


Precambrian





I didn’t know that Jesus had looked that deeply into the earth, or had walked that deeply in it. It is one thing to invite people to a sursum corda on the surface of the earth, it is something else altogether to invite them to a sursum corda thirteen and three-quarters British Miles deep in it.


The questions I had asked about English literature were asking themselves also, even more negatively, about Classical-Christian culture.


Aeschylus had brought Orestes, suffering as he was from his own sin and the sins of his ancestors, to Areopagus Rock. But to what place of healing and redemption could he bring someone suffering from Professor Ramsay’s sums? And given that he lived in a world that had, catastrophically for itself, crashed into those sums, what now could Jesus do for us?


It was as if the road sign that had once so confidently pointed to Jerusalem, Athens and Rome had, by a kind of Ovidian metamorphosis, become the Aztec glyph for Year One Reed.


But either we adapted to the new sums or we died out. Certainly, if we didn’t adapt to them we’d be left behind. And that I suppose is why myself and my father had taken a day off from the bog and had shaved and had put on our Sunday clothes and had shaken the dust off the two bikes in the middle house and were now cycling past Moss Hartnett and Phil Healy going home from the Creamery, Moss reining his horse and Phil his pony onto the side road to Poll, the two of us continuing across the bridge towards Listowel. And it wasn’t long till Jim Joy’s dog and then Molly Donovan’s dog were doing their half-savage best to make sure that we kept going.


Cycling past the last stretch of bog on our right, Bridie Sullivan’s house came into sight. I wouldn’t be contriving to meet Bridie today and it wasn’t very likely that Betty Guiney’s bright hair would ever again blow back in my face. Betty was in England training to be a nurse and Bridie had entered a convent. And as for myself, well, having taken to wearing my hair long and having taken to books as much as I had, my mother told Gret Welsh that I didn’t even look like a fact of life.


Reaching the brow of Donall Bill’s hill, we knew from a long way off, from the bent gait of her on her bike, we knew that this was Mary Hegarty coming towards us.


To look at her, you would think that Mary hadn’t only been left behind by the modern world. She had been left behind by the ancient world as well. She was the kind of woman you would expect to meet on the floor of the pine forest we uncovered under the bog. It occurred to me once that she came into the world before fairy stories came into it. And yet, there she was, the grandmother of Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother, toiling up towards us on her bike, her little bag of shopping hanging from the handlebars.


Mary went to Mass every morning in the convent. Afterwards she’d have tea and toast with the nuns. And then, half-buried in ill-fitting hand-me-downs, she would cycle home.


I was always slightly afraid of Mary.


In conversation with her one day in her house she explained to me why she always sat so far back from her fire. That way, she said, it won’t seem so cold when I go out.


She asked me if I’d like some Lourdes water.


I said I would.


‘When did you go to Lourdes, Mary?’ I asked.


‘I do go every year. I do go by plane, for I love flyin.’


If she had to, Mary would walk, looking neither right nor left, to the centre of hell or to the centre of heaven, and, having done what she had to do she’d come home unharmed. Seeing her, seeing this woman who with the years had fallen into herself, the angels and demons would simply stand aside and let her have her way.


Mary’s sanctity made the sanctity of the recognized saints seem somehow suspect. Made it look like an effort of will. Made it look like they wanted to be saints or nothing.


And here she was, coming up towards us, herself and her bike so bunched together you could hardly distinguish them.


Cycling past Mary Hegarty on the road to Listowel we knew she would bless us.


‘Good morning, Mary.’


‘Good Morning, Mary.’


‘God bless you, Jimmy.’


‘God bless you, John.’


What would they mean to her? I wondered, having passed her.


What would the bishop’s sums or the professor’s sums mean to Mary Hegarty?


What would the sums of sacred history or the sums of geological history mean to a woman who had come into the world before fairy stories came into it? What would they mean to the grandmother of Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother who had passed us now coming home from the nun’s Mass in the nun’s chapel in Listowel?


‘What is her secret?’ I asked my father. We were sitting waiting to be served in Keane’s Bar after we had concluded our transaction in the bank.


‘Her secret’, he said, ‘is that she has never wanted to be a tree where only a bush will grow.’


Something in his tone of voice and in the way he looked at me suggested that his answer to my question was a warning, only very slightly disguised.




*





I had been looking for something like a Carthusian’s cell and after two false starts I found it, beside the Black Church, in Rathmines. The house was owned by two elderly sisters from Mayo. To show me the room, they led me around the base of the stairs in the hall, along a passage, then down a few steps, along another darker passage, past an alcove with very small but very tidy facilities for cooking and washing up, and then, one of them, the oldest one, opened a well-mortised, strong panel-door. By now I had a sense of a place apart, a place cut off, and as I crossed in, she standing aside, I saw that the room itself was at earth level, and this was the first thing that inclined me towards it. Also I sensed that when I wanted it I’d find silence and solitude here. This was the back of the house, away from the street, and going to the one long window I saw an enclosed garden. It had one apple tree, yellowing now in October. And yellowing also were the ivies and climbers that covered its walls.


I’ll not get better than this, I thought.


So I took it, agreeing to pay the ladies twenty-seven and six a week.


Having made myself at home, which took less than an hour, I sat down, and looked out the window.


Given where it was, the apple tree claimed my attention.


Unlike the apple trees in Paddy Aherne’s orchard, so big and so old, so wild and so bearded with lichens, this young thing, obviously with the help of pruning, was decorous, even elegant, in appearance and bearing. Too young to have acquired an aura of esoteric inwardness, no goldfinch would build in it. Knowing the arcane little places a goldfinch or chaffinch would choose, Tom Welsh and myself would walk past it, seeking elsewhere. And yet it was, in its well-bred way, quite handsome, even showy, as though it felt it had a natural right to expect that anyone who looked at it would admire it.


It was a long way from the bushes, some of them so old and so weird, of North Kerry.


It was a long way from the pine forest under the bog.


It was a long way from what Mary Ann Danny O’ would see when she looked, of a morning, through her cobwebbed window.


Was she looking through it now to see what the night would be like?


What am I doing to myself? I wondered.


Why am I here and not there? There where a snipe wouldn’t live, there where a bush wouldn’t grow?


Vexed with myself but getting nowhere, I very deliberately stopped wondering.


I had made a choice, and I would stay with it.


Wanting to know if this was a room that I could think in and read in, I reached down over the upholstered arm of my chair and blindly selected a book. The one that came to hand was a book on modern astronomy by Sir James Jeans.


Strangely for a scientist, he began as is if he was an Ancient Mariner with a yet more frightful tale to tell. Within a couple of pages he was in the catastrophic thick of things:




We have tumbled, as though through error, into a world which by all the evidence was not intended for us. We cling to a fragment of a grain of sand until such time as the chill of death shall return us to primal matter. We strut for a tiny moment upon a tiny stage, well knowing that all our aspirations are doomed to ultimate failure, and that everything we have achieved will perish with our race leaving the universe as though we had never existed. The universe is indifferent and even hostile to every kind of life.





This, at first reading, was worse, much worse, than finding bad eggs in our hay.


In this, the skinned calf had fallen inwards not just across a woman’s threshold, it had fallen inwards across the threshold of the evolving earth, it had fallen inwards across the threshold of the evolving universe.


In this, the second law of thermodynamics had become the new bone and the universe itself was pointing it at Virgo, at Taurus, at Capricorn. It was pointing it at galaxies whose light would never reach us. It was pointing it at Oedipus walking to Colonus, at Michelangelo painting the Sybil of Cumae.


And there was no Jameen Kissane who could eat and digest this bone.


And there was no God. And there was therefore no deliverance.


Closing the book, I looked at the nearest living thing, and that was the apple tree in the garden.


It was coming easier to it to shed its leaves than it was to me to shed my illusions.


Approaching it on that first morning in early October, the main university building did look like some kind of absolute confirmation of what Sir James Jeans had, however provisionally, been saying. In a way that nothing I had ever previously looked at did, it hurt me in my chest and in my spirit. This had to be the work of Urizen. This had to be Urizen’s Quod Est Demonstrandum. And what had to be proved was simple: there being neither mind nor imagination in it, matter will never be anything but matter of fact, it will never be anything but matter of material fact.


As though it had been designed and built for expressly this purpose, University College Dublin, or UCD, was giving me an experience of what universal thermodynamic rundown would look like and feel like.


Looking at it more nearly as I came in under it, I wanted to cry out – to its architect and its builders I wanted to cry out – haven’t ye heard that Perseus has beheaded Medousa? Haven’t ye heard that the deadly head is in his leather satchel?


Clearly though, Medousa was still at large.


Clearly, whether it was a delusion of Ulro or not, the new cosmology of Newton and Laplace was having its way – over our minds and over our hands. Over our hammers. Over our chisels.


And the killing thing was, it was made of limestone.


Limestone suggested the Burren. In the Burren were grykes and glens. In the Burren were hazel woods and lovely spring wells.






I went out to the hazel wood,


Because a fire was in my head …








But no. The girl with apple blossom in her hair hadn’t left any petals on this hard, tar-black yard, she hadn’t left any petals on these stone steps.


I stood between two portico pillars. I couldn’t be sure, but I presumed that the limestone was carboniferous. That suggested the warm seas of a warmer earth, the earth as it was three hundred million years ago. It suggested crinoids. It suggested corals and coral reefs as glorious and maybe also as brilliantly abundant as the Great Barrier Reef of our own day.


Touching the pillar on my right, I apologized to the crinoids, I apologized to the corals, I apologized to the sea-slugs, I apologized to the sponges.


This building, I thought, must be doing a lot of damage to a lot of people. But, partly because I foresaw their incomprehension, I didn’t act on my first impulse which was that I should go and report it to the police.


That first year, every day from about five o clock on, I did live like a Carthusian, and I came through, chiefly I think, because from the very beginning I entered into a totemic relationship with the young apple tree in the garden. To me it was a little Yggdrasil and, in a sacramental way that took nothing from it, I acquired its confidence. Sometimes I’d look at it and think that Laplace’s Mecanique Celeste is slander to stars.


Two years earlier, standing in our door in North Kerry, I saw that the great double sycamore beyond the manure yard was dying at the top. That night I wrote a poem, and because it was the first seemingly creative thing I had ever written, I kept it. I called it ‘Tragic Undertones’:






How slow the fall of flesh, flowing


Dark beneath this tree,


Ash that’s dead.


Beside wet murmurs, there the wings flit,


Bird of the far dark.







Beneath her hoverings, there no shelter,


Dust by the wind disturbed.


There at a trembling crowds crave entrance,


Climb towards branch and bird;


Peeled by the frost, bone, trunk transforming


Branch into burning tongues


But dead by the murmurs


Hands are preserving


Wind by the wind disturbed.








The universe might be an Yggdrasil, its leaves might sometimes be tongues of Pentecostal fire, but the second law of thermodynamics is holding Hamlet’s apocalyptically soliloquizing skull in its bare-boned Yorick’s hands.


In the Michaelmas term of my second year I passed a big poster in the front hall of the university. With scarlet effrontery, it read:




Second Year Arts Society


Dionysus versus the Crucified







A Talk


by


John Moriarty


Thursday Nov. 18th, 3 p.m. Room 109





The effrontery wasn’t my doing, but I did give the talk. In it I tried to alarm people into recognizing that we were the new Aztecs. Our sacred inheritance had been rolled down into the dust at the foot of our high places and there was, in that situation, no good reason why anyone should any longer believe that he was helping humanity by being a Longinus to Christ or a wet nurse to Dionysus. In neither dithyramb nor plainsong, in neither the savage release of the one nor the cowled restraint of the other, would we find the answer to the madman’s questions.


All of this was by way of being an introduction. As I had envisaged it, the purpose of the talk was that I would bring it to an end by quoting Nietzsche’s famous parable from his book The Gay Science: 




Have you not heard of the madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning hours, ran into the marketplace, and cried incessantly, ‘I seek God! I seek God.’ As many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just then, he provoked much laughter. Has he got lost? asked one. Did he lose his way like a child? asked another. Or is he in hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a voyage? Emigrated? Thus they yelled and laughed.


The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his glances. ‘Whither is God?’ he cried, ‘I will tell you. We have killed him – you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of infinite space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise of the gravediggers burying God? Do we not smell the divine putrefaction? For Gods putrefy. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.’





Resisting the temptation to go further with Nietzsche, I left it at that.


A few minutes into the ensuing debate, I knew the alarm I’d attempted to raise hadn’t been heard.


I wasn’t disappointed because, from the moment I entered the room, I was aware of a girl sitting on her own, out towards the end, in the second row from the back.


Quite simply, she seemed to me to have wandered in from the Ptolemaic world and in her presence all the bright metaphors of that world and all the bright poems of that world, even the Paradiso, had regained their sensational dignity.


In her presence I couldn’t have anything like complete confidence in what I was saying.


In her presence I couldn’t have confidence in modern cosmologies.


Walking along by the side of St Stephen’s Green towards the National Library in Kildare Street, I was still thinking of her.


Could it be, I wondered, that astronomers would come to truer conclusions about the universe if, before looking at the stars, they looked at her, if before contemplating the stars, they contemplated her.


Maybe the Greeks were right, I thought. Maybe the Greeks knew where to begin.


The stairs to the Reading Room of the National Library do not wind as many times nor do they wind as steeply and as narrowly as the stairs of Thoor Ballylee, but they do wind once and as I climbed them, turning as I did so, I imagined a new Copernican Revolution, a revolution backwards from thinking of all that astronomically is as a universe to thinking of it as a cosmos. To call it a cosmos would be to suggest that it is as beautiful as a cowslip in the Hill Meadow, and the thing about the cowslip is that the more deeply we look into it the more beautiful it reveals itself to be. A consequence of such a revolution backwards would be that anyone who has looked into the heart of a cowslip could claim to have looked into the heart of the night sky, could claim to be an astronomer, could claim the right to sit in Newton’s chair in Cambridge.


That way, the girl sitting out towards the end in the second last row wouldn’t seem so cosmically improbable.


Knowing its calling code, I filled out a docket at the counter for the Enneads of Plotinus, and knowing how he loved the challenge of a cryptic reference, I handed it to the chief janitor saying, ‘If you wish to see the stars as they astrally are, you must ascend up towards them by the winding stairs of Yeats’s tower not by the winding stairs of Galileo’s tower.’


Like Milton’s Platonist, he said in instant reply, ‘I have these last few nights outwatched the Bear.’


The triumph would have made his day. I was happy for him.


Having found, from early on, that the university lecturers were addressing themselves to questions that didn’t much interest me, I had decided to go my own way. In this I had of course something in common with quite a few others. We were a kind of loose thiasos of outsiders and on most mornings some four or five of us would meet and, in a way that didn’t challenge the otherwise very determined industry of the place, we would live for a charmed hour or two by the light of our own slightly bleeding desires. Almost always, after lunch, I would break away and go by routes direct or indirect to the National Library.


Above all else, the Reading Room there gave the impression that it was, with a few exceptions, a place of abstruse and maybe useless research. One old man, not well kept, his hair thin and wispy, seemed to have been here since Chaldean times. And times there were indeed, particularly after nightfall, when the silence in the room was as old as the books we were reading. And within the overall solitude were all the individual solitudes, each illuminated by its own swan-necked desk-lamp, its green shade making sure that it didn’t broadcast its light but shed it downwards instead onto an arcane or, exceptionally, onto a more modern page.


Given how modern astronomers had come to see the universe, there was something forlorn if not also quite pathetic in the fact that I would find myself sitting here, under a dome, reading a book from pre-Copernican times.


This wasn’t anything like the dome of Hagia Sophia or of St Peter’s. It was an elongated arch terminated prematurely at one end by a dividing or supporting wall, and yet, for me sitting under it, it was in its humble way an architectural similitude of the fervid heavens people once walked under – once contemplated, to admiration. And in reverie sometimes I did remember that, as people experienced it in antiquity, admiration was an anticipation of yet higher states, of rapture and ecstasy.


How difficult, I thought, how difficult, how purely wonderful, how severely demanding it was to live beneath such stellar perfection. 


Overarching us most nearly, each with its wandering orb, were the seven heavens. In an ascending, holy, hierarchical order was the orb of the Moon, the orb of Mercury, the orb of Venus, the orb of the Sun, the orb of Mars, the orb of Jupiter and the orb of Saturn.


Overarching these, from horizon to horizon, were the storied constellations, one of them a centaur shooting an arrow, one of them a boy carrying a tilted pitcher of water on his shoulder.


Overarching the constellations, overarching Orion and Taurus and Virgo, was the tremendous half-wheel of fixed stars, stars entranced by the brightness above them.


Above the fixed stars were the nine glorifying choirs of Angels, Archangels, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Dominions, Thrones, Cherubim and Seraphim.


And then, beatifying all who were granted a vision of Him,




Dominus Deus Sabaoth.





And however lowly their sublunary place, human beings could sing the song of the angels. At the redemptive heart of the Mass, the priest brought us the tremendous good news that we were now singing with the whole heavenly hierarchy:




et ideo cum Angelis et Archangelis cum Thronis et Dominationibus cumque omni militia caelestis exercitus hymnum gloriae tuae canimus sine fine dicentes:









Sanctus, sanctus, sanctus, Dominus Deus


Sabaoth, pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria


Tua, hosanna in excelsis.








And Shakespeare knew or, more exactly, some of his characters knew, that the orbs also had their parts in the universal harmony:






Sit, Jessica: look, how the floor of heaven


Is thick inlaid with pattens of bright gold:


There’s not the smallest orb which thou beholdest


But in his motion like an angel sings,


Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubins;


Such harmony is in immortal souls;


But, whilst this muddy vesture of decay


Doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it.








On the morning of Christ’s nativity, however, Milton was so bold as to speculate that, even if we couldn’t hear it, it could, by enwrapping our fancy, redeem us:






Ring out, ye crystall sphears,


Once bless our human ears


     (If ye have power to touch our senses so),


And let your silver chime


Move in melodious time,


     And let the Base of Heaven’s deep Orgen blow,


And with your ninefold harmony


Make up full consort to th’Angelike symphony.







For if such holy Song


Enwrap our fancy long,


     Time will run back and fetch the age of gold,


And speckl’d vanity


Will sicken soon, and die,


     And lep’rous sin will melt from earthly mould,


And Hell itself will pass away


And leave her dolorous mansions to the peering day.








In this pre-Copernican picture of it, the world was a hierarchy of orbs and angels singing the same hosanna to the Lord God of hosts who, in the fullness of time, became incarnate as a carpenter’s son.


Of all of this the dome of the National Library was, however forgetfully, a similitude, and here I was sitting under it, a swan-necked desk-lamp with a green shade illuminating a page of the Enneads:




Life here, with the things of earth, is a sinking, a defeat, a failing of the wing.





I had of course, years earlier, come upon a similar understanding of ourselves and our world in a poem by Wordsworth:






Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:


    The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,


    Hath had elsewhere its setting,


         And cometh from afar:


    Not in entire forgetfulness,


    And not in utter nakedness,


But trailing clouds of glory do we come


         From God, who is our home:


Heaven lies about us in our infancy!







Shades of the prison-house begin to close


         Upon the growing Boy,


But He beholds the light, and whence it flows,


         He sees it in his joy;


The Youth, who daily farther from the east


    Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest,


         And by the vision splendid


         Is on his way attended;


At length the Man perceives it die away,


And fade into the light of common day.








Recognizing that he, too, had declined or wandered downwards from on high, Henry Vaughan was overtaken by a yearning to return: 






     Oh how I long to travell back


And tread again that ancient track!


That I might once more reach that plaine


Where first I left my glorious traine,


From whence th’Inlightned spirit sees


That shady City of Palme trees.


But (ah!) my soul with too much stay


Is drunk, and staggers in the way.


Some men a forward motion love,


But I by backward steps would move,


And when this dust falls to the urn


In that state I came return.








That is what Mary Hegarty was doing, cycling every morning to Mass in Listowel. Mary was returning. And although the wheels of her bike were as old and outmoded as the cycles and epicycles of Ptolemy’s world, they were, for all that, carrying her to a stupendous journey’s end above Orion, above the fixed stars. They were carrying her all the way back to beatifying vision.


Mary had never heard of Ptolemy, she had never heard of Plotinus, and other than that there was a plough in it, she knew little else about the night sky. In relation to what, for her, was important, Mary had no further figuring out to do. Down here was the earth, up there were the heavens. Down here was exile, up there was the life of glory. Christ, by his passion and death, had re-opened the road between them and, knowing the help she would need when her hour had come, Mary had already memorized the death-bed prayer that someone, priest or neighbour, would pray for her:






Go forth upon thy journey out of this world, O Christian soul,


In the name of God the Almighty Father who created thee


In the name of Jesus Christ, his Son, who redeemed thee,


In the name of the Holy Ghost who sanctifieth thee,


May thy guardian angel succour and defend thee,


May the prayers of the blessed saints help thee,


May thy Redeemer look upon thee in pardon and mercy.


May thy portion be peace,


May thy rest be with Him this day in paradise.


Depart, O Christian soul, out of this world.








Mary had escaped.


Sometimes on dead calm evenings she would hear the eighteen tolling strokes of the Angelus coming across the townlands towards her from Newtown or Knockanure, and never once had they been challenged or stopped in their tracks by the bugling advance through her world of an all-conquering Cortez. Never once did they have to contend for supremacy with the tertiary, secondary or Palaeozoic ringing of Darwin’s geological hammer.


Never once, not even in a dream, had Mary been thrown from her bike by the sudden upheaval of Zeuglodon under Church Street or Market Street in Listowel.


Whatever the weather, Mary always made it to Mass, and I only had to imagine her cycling past Donall Bill’s on Christmas morning to see what I’d lost the night I collided with the new sums.


Having the Mass to go to and having a rosary beads in the pocket of her hand-me-down apron, Mary was fit.


In the brutal Darwinian sense, she was fit, and she would come through.


Having collided with the sums, I couldn’t say the same for myself. Nor could I indeed say the same for humanity generally.


There is a necessary amnesia to what is the case psychologically inside us and to what is the case astronomically outside us.


I would often think of Kepler’s horror. Recognizing something of what it might mean to live in the infinite universe that was then opening up to humanity, he had this to say:




This very cogitation carries with it I don’t know what secret, hidden horror; indeed one finds oneself wandering in this immensity, to which are denied limits and centre and therefore also all determinate places. 





I would often remember Pascal’s terror:




The eternal silence of those infinite spaces terrify me.





Looking at the page in front of me, I wondered.


What, that would alleviate his horror, could Plotinus say to Kepler?


What, that would alleviate his terror, could Plotinus say to Pascal?


Giordana Bruno had long ago reminded us that there isn’t only no centre or circumference in an infinite universe, there is in it no above or below either, and that meant that this dome above me, this dome I so liked to sit under, was a dead cosmological metaphor.


If I dip a perfectly straight oar into water it will appear to be bent, and this will be due to the different ways in which air and water refract light.


My experience of a domed sky is like my experience of the bent oar. They are, both of them, deceptions. And once deceived, our naïve reliance on naïve knowing might be gone forever. And maybe for most people philosophical enquiry begins in an experience of deception, not in a mood of pure wonder.


Yet again, today, in the discussion after the talk, I realized that Socratic dialectics did little else but vex me. Very obviously, I had at this hour of my life neither the patience nor the temperament to be a good and dutiful student. I wasn’t, quite simply, well bred enough for seminars. Suspecting, from the beginning, that it wouldn’t bring us anywhere worth going to, I couldn’t wait upon sorites. And any room that I couldn’t talk about Mary Hegarty in, couldn’t talk about Mary Danny O’ in, was a room I couldn’t flourish in.


This did not upset me. 


If at the end of a day’s reading and talking I had a new image or a new metaphor to walk up Rathmines Road with I was happy.


I much preferred to go home with a metaphor than to go home with an argument.


It was, however, a cause of deep and abiding anguish in me that I was mostly losing metaphors. Losing them by the day.


And that, I realized, is what Year One Reed means. Or in one sense at least that is what it means.


Our Year One Reed is the year in which we lose our organizing metaphors.


For me, having worked for so long as a cosmologically organizing image, the astrological dome had gone.


And it wouldn’t help, not much, to sing his dirge with John Donne:






The new Philosophy calls all in doubt,


The element of fire is quite put out;


The Sun is lost, and th’earth, and no man’s wit


Can well direct him where to look for it …








For years after the Conquest, Aztecs would hide images of the old gods in the crosses of their Christian rosary beads.


How, if at all, would it help us were we to conceal an image of Diotima’s ladder as a water-mark in the title-page of Darwin’s The Descent of Man?


How, if at all, would it help us were we to conceal an image of the dome of Hagia Sophia as a water-mark in the title-page of Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity?


Towards the end of his book, after all, Sir James Jeans was willing to canvass the possibility that the river of thought does and will run back on itself.


How far back? I wondered. Back as far as the medieval image of a mathematically minded God reaching down towards chaos with an open, organizing compass in his hand. Like the master masons who designed and executed the north rose of Chartres and the west rose of Rheims, this God would surely see to it that what he was calling into existence would be beautiful, would be a cosmos, having both centre and circumference.


To the end, Einstein held to the assumptions at work in this painting. Whatever else it might also be, the book of the universe is a Principia Mathematicia. And who, I asked myself, who, so long as the geometry is as mystical as it is in a rose window, could take serious issue with that?


The trouble, thinking back on the parable I had read today, is that when the cosmology associated with a god dies, something of the god dies too.


Indeed, in killing medieval cosmology we might also have killed the God with the compass.


And there are people who, to their cost, know that when an inner mental membrane is torn it isn’t easy ever afterwards to pretend that nothing has happened. 


Like it or not, I thought, the peoples of the West have fallen out of an astrological cosmos into an astronomical universe. And, as I saw it, the only questions were: can we come to terms with the terror and the horror? Can we adapt?


Handing in the Enneads at the counter that evening, I felt I was saying farewell to a world.


And yet, coming out through the gate into Kildare Street, I couldn’t but feel that the girl in the second last row could only be explained from above:






Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:


The soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,


Hath had elsewhere its setting,


And cometh from afar …








Maybe not one of us but was, to begin with, a silver lining in search of a cloud.


The little wisps of cloud the girl had found had clothed her in no more than a few evanescently beautiful suggestions of bodily existence.




*





Dublin has its moments, people would say. So far I hadn’t encountered them. The river had given up. It no longer brought anything of the gentle wildness of Wicklow hillsides and bogs down into the city. Between Kingsbridge and O’Connell’s Bridge it had no memory that it had ever mirrored a stooping hawk in one of its upland pools or that it had flowed past a curlew’s nest. When the tide was in it was a mortuary slab between granite embankments. When the tide was out and it was shrunken in its channel it was like the trial for a series of murders so awful that, sparing our sensibilities, it should have been held in camera but for some inexplicable reason wasn’t, and there, for all to see, was the frightful forensic evidence of weapons, of attempted burials and wounds.




It wasn’t doing seagulls any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing magpies roosting on embankment trees any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing people working in Guinness’s Brewery any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing people arguing in the Four Courts any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing people singing ‘O Salutaris’ in Adam and Eve’s any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing people crossing the Ha’penny Bridge any good to be mirrored in it.


It wasn’t doing the people on the upper deck of a bus going all the way out to the Red Cow any good to be mirrored in it.





Having being mirrored in it, people must surely feel strangely unwell or inexplicably vexed for the rest of the day. 


Having its bubbling, crystal source in the Wicklow Hills, the Liffey was in pure trouble by the time it reached Kingsbridge. There, or a little upstream from there, it sank below Acheron and Styx. It in other words sank below the redemptive reach of legend and myth. Here at Kingsbridge, or walking along the embankment past Adam and Eve’s, I couldn’t see that the Orpheus who went down after Eurydice would ever even dream of going down after Anna Livia.


Modern humanity had reached into a dark below Hades.


And none of this had happened because a Neolithic next-door neighbour had put bad eggs or bad meat at the source. It hadn’t happened because someone had shaken Neolithic bad magic out of a bough, golden or blasted, down onto her meeting with other Wicklow waters.


And, being modern, we didn’t believe in sin-eating.


And, anyway, the Irish Constitution didn’t recognize that there could be any such thing as a sin against rivers and mountains, as a sin against Anna.


And it didn’t help when, walking past Baggot Street Hospital one day, I imagined myself going into the emergency and telling them I was sick because I had that morning been mirrored in the Liffey.


Neither did it help to turn off at Portobello Bridge or at Leeson Street Bridge and walk along the canal.


Caught up for so long in human intention and purpose, this water was weary. As weary as water in a lavatory bowl. And it didn’t help to flush it down into a loch. And the bushes it mirrored and the lovers it mirrored and the poet from the country it mirrored, couldn’t heal it, couldn’t restore to it the soul it once had tumbling above beneath mountain mists, tumbling above between heather and rock.


My father had told me that with the near collapse of human life during the famine many domesticated goats had found their way back to the Dingle mountains and some had made it. But whether water so weary could ever again make it in the high wild places, or whether it could ever again be feral in the foothills, I wasn’t so sure.


And it frightened me to think that after so many years in school our minds were as engineered as canal water was. And remembering a suburban garden I had seen, it didn’t entirely comfort me to think that, in the course of our institutional growing, we too had been subjected to the savageries of Euclidian shaping, to the savageries, in our deepest inwardness, of psychic topiary.


In my room one night, sinking into myself, I wrote what looked to me to be a poem about it. But, as soon as I saw it in print in a student magazine, I knew I had to go home and rewrite it. Thinking of Gautama leaving his city in search of a remedy, I called it ‘In Buddha’s Footsteps’.






By a fire-escape I go


From old gables and facades,


From things that suffer spring


In a trembling, bringing forth. 


Leaving weeping walls


And all walled walking,


I walk down to a stream,


Through three wet gardens.







There in the shade of a living oak.


My fingers seek your old, old hair


And I sit pensive down,


Once having touched your face.


And yet your eyes belong not here,


Nor hereafter if we meet


And the moonlight meets your hair,


For in Eden one evening


You cast a short shadow


And the child in you feared


The half moon was your fault.







Afraid of the wisdom,


The wingspan of words,


We saw love through his eyes,


And the priest-king talked


For the tongue-tied stars.


But once it was night,


Once one of his mirrors


Had stolen your face,


The road out was ours


And the only angels there


Were sown


By our footsteps sobbing behind us.







But I could tell Death


I have loved you and so


I am deeper than scythes.


I could even tell Christ,


Although I am all body,


All second-hand head,


I’m Christian again,


But I’ve opened my mind,


I have opened my gates,


Long ago, to God’s horses.








How, I am asking here, did the wild river end up as a rigidly engineered canal? How did the Tree of Life end up as a geometrically pruned suburban bush? The answer I propose is that our existence is a deliberate ex-istere, a deliberate standing outside the Ground, eternal and divine, that posits and sustains us. To be outside is to be anxious. And, since we are outside as a consequence of an original act of existential apostasy, it is also to be guilty. 


In this condition we seek shelter in society and, later, in civilization. Civilization means the priest-king’s mirror, it means submission to psychic topiary. And since, in civilization, our more primitive instincts may not openly show their face, the facade is born. But where the façade is, there too, by reason of instinctive need, must be the fire-escape. A fire-escape as big as Soho in the city, a fire-escape as big as a night of instinctive dreams in the psyche.


Mostly, civilizations are a precarious accommodation between fire-escape and façade, and this being so, the wonder is not that they collapse but that a few of them have flourished for so long.


Obviously, though, the poem is more concerned with the psyche than it is with the city.


Traditionally, the search for sanctity has been associated with the repression and exclusion of instinctive impulse and energy. The mythic precedent for this in Christianity is Mary standing on the head of the Serpent.


The poem envisages and enacts the contrary of this:






I could even tell Christ,


Although I am all body,


All second-hand head,


I’m a Christian again,


But I’ve opened my mind,


I have opened my gates,


Long ago, to God’s horses.








In saying that the horses are god’s horses, that our instincts are of God, these last lines challenge King Lear when he says:




But to the girdle do the gods inherit, beneath is all the fiends: ‘There’s hell, there’s darkness, there is the sulphurous pit, burning, scalding, shock, consumption; fie, fie, fie!





Refusing this Manichaean girdle, the poem sponsors a hope in the sanctity of integration and inclusion. Chiron, it suggests, can be a saint, a saint in his hooves as well as in his head, a saint in his yard as well as in his intellect.


There is in the poem a kind of pleading with God.


Since I cannot be a canal, find me acceptable as a wild river. Since I cannot be a Euclidian bush, find me acceptable as a wild whitethorn. Since I cannot be the kind of Christian who is willing to be nailed, ego and instinct, to the cross, please, I beseech you, find me acceptable as the kind of Christian who, after a night in bed with her, is able to say to Lydia Carlyle:






But I could tell Death


I have loved you and so


I am deeper than scythes…








In the main hall one day, openly and knowingly and not caring at all that people might think she was a bad girl, Lydia had offered me a bite of her apple. Something about the way she looked at me and something about the way she held on to it as I obliged, suggested that she could be won, but not today, and not tomorrow. Also, I knew she would be anything but charmed were I to do something so common as to invite her to go with me to see Wild Strawberries, a sensational new film being screened that week in the Plaza cinema.


A touch of disgrace in her bearing and in her dress, that was Lydia’s grace. And while she never did give herself licence to be outrageous, she could, when occasion demanded, be quite disconcerting in what she might suddenly do or suddenly say.


One day, when others of us were indulging our insurgent discontent with the given conditions, Lydia remained a long while silent. Finally, with splendid irrelevance, and with an air of luxurious tolerance towards all things odd, she talked about the wholly unpredictable vagaries of a French irregular verb. So glad were we she had broken her silence, we gave her her say.


Avoiding all encounter with her for the next few days was a way of pursuing her. But pursue her I would. The question was how.


On a freezing cold morning, I waited for her in the portico.


‘Terrible’, I said, touching one of them, ‘that we’ve turned the carboniferous into these Parthenon pillars.’


Ever so slightly, she narrowed her eyes.


‘In the Burren,’ I said, ‘in the Burren in North Clare the carboniferous is full of wild grykes and in the deep shelter of them there are flowers that seem to say – to me at least they seem to say – that inside us somewhere Paradise has never been lost.’


Now it was her turn to be disconcerted, but I didn’t relent, not yet.


‘No grykes in this,’ I said, touching the pillar.


So far she gave no sign that she was willing to enter into complicity with me.


‘Solid and supportive, and wholly Euclidian and wholly predictable, it has none of the vagaries, has it, of a French irregular verb?’


Her face diversified into mild surprise.


‘So it stands for the given conditions?’ she asked.


‘The Greek word Parthenon,’ I said, beginning to lose my nerve, ‘it isn’t just a proper noun. In its nominative form it is a common noun meaning virgin,’ I said.


‘And its gender?’ she asked.


‘Applied to Artemis it is feminine, applied to Hippolytus it is masculine.’


‘So it is a Parthenon pillar,’ she said, coming over to touch it.


‘It could be,’ I said. ‘But then again if you stand back a little and look at it maybe you will see that it isn’t.’


‘Who was she?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know. I only know where I met her,’ I said.


‘And you met her where?’ she asked.


‘In Soho,’ I said. 


She smiled her smile of luxurious tolerance.


At this stage there was no relenting to do, so, in an effort to hold my ground, I went on the offensive.


‘All that talk about a French irregular verb,’ I said. ‘It was talk about something else, wasn’t it? It was talk, wasn’t it, about the possibility of irregular nights, of nights unhurt by commandment and convention? And though you didn’t look at me, not once, it was meant for me, wasn’t it?’


Now we only looked at each other, and tenderness having its way at last, we both pretended that we didn’t for the moment know that, come nightfall, we would be walking home, her and me, to my room in Rathmines.


Afterwards, for weeks, whether we walked the high hill roads of Wicklow or the streets of Dublin, we never once walked past the priest-king with his mirror, nor did we ever once, walking between the herds of deer in Phoenix Park, hear our footsteps sobbing behind us.


One night I dreamed of an accident in the herbless heights of five or six mica-bright mountains. It was a big dream. A dream with a message. It opened me inwardly into heights and depths I hadn’t been previously aware of.


Lying there awake, Lydia asleep beside me, I had no sense at all of what it was in our sexual instincts, hers or mine, that could have caused this accident.


Then, out of the blue, I saw, or was made to see, that it is from heights such as these the commandments come down.


Next day, walking through the pillared portico, I drew Lydia towards me and, in a whisper, I asked her if she knew what Yeats had said.


‘What’, she whispered, ‘did Yeats say?’


‘In dreams begin responsibilities.’


For weeks and for years afterwards this was no more than a pious wish.


Never once, while I lived in cities, did the mica-bright heights come back into view.




*





In many people I knew mind was for putting them in touch with the outside world. In me, increasingly for the past few years, inwardness was dreaming psyche more than it was waking mind. My most characteristic mode was not to fix and keep my eye on an object but to be in séance with my own depths or, as was more often the case, to sit in the silence and solitude of my room and let my depths be in séance with me. In Greek class in school I had learned the word for the road down into the underworld, it was kathodos, and this was the road that opened before Persephone and, having eaten the pomegranate seed during her first, very sad sojourn below, she must, every autumn, turn on to it, coming back only with the new corn in the spring.


For me, because it was the road to my room, Rathmines Road was a kind of kathodos. Few roads in Dublin were so level and so straight as this road was and yet, verifying a contrary awareness of it, I did one night dream that, as I crossed the bridge on to it, a flower-girl came towards me and, her eyes and her hair-ribbons as blue as the flower, she reached me a gentian.


It was great good fortune that I grew up in a house that had an open turf fire and a paraffin lamp. That meant the darkness was never banished, not even when the fire blazed and the lamp burned with a perfectly steady, flat-topped double flame. And I’m not just talking about the darkness in our house. I am also talking about whatever ancient darkness was in our minds. That ancient darkness wasn’t synonymous with ignorance. It was neither the source nor the seat of ignorance. But ignorance of a most frightful kind would surely ensue were we, wishing to be Cartesians, to try to turn it out of doors.






How tolerant the light of our fire was.


How tolerant the light of our lamp was.








Not that ours was a lamp from the halls of Dis. Neither was it, nor did it look like, one of Demeter’s pale lamps. It was our lamp. Every evening, at nightfall, my mother would take it down from its nail on the wall, she would fill it, she would trim its wicks and clean its glass globe and then, with a taper, she would bring the light of the fire to it. Winding down the wicks to their best height, she would fit the globe back on and, it being a sacrament of light she was now holding, she would hang it on the wall, there where its nail was, half way between the Sacred Heart picture and the small yard window.


At the same time that my mother would be doing it, Maag Mahony would be doing it, Mary Ann Danny O’ would be doing it, Mary Hegarty would be doing it.


Women everywhere throughout Ireland would be doing it.


Men living alone, men like Paddy Culhane, would be doing it.


Looking back on it, I could understand Vestal virginity, the virginity of the one who tended the fire, who tended the light.






It was the light I read the Odyssey by.


It was the light I read the Aeneid by.


It was the light I read The Origin of Species by.








In our house it didn’t make sense to talk about an enmity between light and dark. Above all, it didn’t make sense to talk about a final Armageddon between them. What we saw, particularly when the fire blazed, is that they were partners in a dance, Gypsy partners in a Gypsy dance.


For us, who went to bed in the dark, it would be a double slander to say of someone that he or she was benighted. It would slander the person and it would slander the night. And that was why, from the moment I first heard it, I resisted the call to Cartesian clarity. In an argument one day with three other students, I had insisted that there is a night knowing, a knowing not narrowed by instinct or intellect. Damning myself irredeemably in their eyes, I further insisted that Europe’s recent horrors could be traced to the fact that we had chosen to live by Descartes’ over-clear and over-conscious cogito rather than by Leonardo’s chiaroscuro. I was trying to tell them that there was much to which they were blinded by their own brightness. It had never occurred to them that intelligence as intellectually conscripted as theirs could be an eclipse.


Making what was a natural inclination in me all the more explicit, I had dreamed that a flower girl, flower in hand, had come towards me.


For years already I had known the poem that dream had taken its imagery from, but it was only recently that I had learned of the circumstances in which D.H. Lawrence had written it. He was dying and, in what must have been a moment of intuitive co-operation, Frieda had left a bowl of Bavarian gentians in his room:




Not every man has gentians in his house


in soft September, at slow, sad Michaelmas.







Bavarian gentians, big and dark, only dark


darkening the day-time, torch-like with the smoking blueness of Pluto’s gloom,


ribbed and torch-like, with their blaze of darkness spread blue


down flattening into points, flattened under the sweep of white day


torch-flower of the blue smoking darkness, Pluto’s dark-blue daze,


black lamps from the halls of Dis, burning dark blue.


Giving off darkness, blue darkness, as Demeter’s pale lamps give off light,


Lead me then, lead the way.







Reach me a gentian, give me a torch!


let me guide myself with the blue, forked torch of this flower


down the darker and darker stairs, where blue is darkened on blueness


even where Persephone goes, just now, from the frosted September


to the sightless realm where darkness is awake upon the dark


and Persephone herself is but a voice


or a darkness invisible enfolded in the deeper dark


of the arms Plutonic, and pierced with the passion of dense gloom,


among the splendour of torches of darkness, shedding darkness on the lost bride and her groom.







During the three or four lectures I went to, it is what I kept wanting to say.


Reach me a gentian


Reach me a gentian


Reach me a gentian





Descartes’ cogito was country I couldn’t inhabit. Its fierce light withered me. To me it was a desert of Zin.




Then came the children of Israel, even the whole congregation, into the desert of Zin in the first month: and the people abode in Kadesh: and Miriam died there, and was buried there. And there was no water for the congregation: and they gathered themselves together against Moses and against Aaron. And the people chode with Moses, and spake, saying, Would God that we had died when our brethren died before the Lord! And why have ye brought up the congregation of the Lord into this wilderness, that we and our cattle should die there? And wherefore have ye made us to come up out of Egypt, to bring us into this evil place? It is no place of seed, or of figs, or of vines, or of pomegranates; neither is there any water to drink.





Far better the featureless, bleak world I had grown up in.


Far better that Atlantic world of blowin’ wind and wet rain.


Far better that world in which Maag Mahony agreed with Mary Ann Danny O, saying, Yes, she is right, for there are days when I, like her, look through my door and the only thing I can say about the wind is that it is blowin’ and the only thing I can say about the rain is that it is wet. 




Mary Ann Danny O’ and Maag Mahony.


Rene Descartes and Sir Isaac Newton.





The only thing Descartes could say about his world is that it was extended in space and was subject to motion and rest.


Newton agreed, saying:




If at any time I speak of light and rays as coloured or endued with colours, I would be understood to speak, not philosophically and properly, but grossly and accordingly to such conceptions as vulgar people in seeing all these experiments would be apt to frame. For the rays, to speak properly, are not coloured. In them there is nothing else than a certain power and disposition to stir up a sensation of this or that colour. For as sound in a bell or musical string, or other sounding body, is nothing but the trembling motion, and in the air nothing but that motion propagated from the object, and in the sensorium it is a sense of that motion under the form of sound, so colours in the object are nothing but a disposition to reflect this or that sort of rays more copiously than the rest; in the rays they are nothing but their dispositions to propagate this or that motion into the sensorium, and in the sensorium they are sensations of those motions under the form of colour.





I came more deeply damaged from my collision with this passage than I did from my collision with Professor Ramsay’s sums:
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	– making altogether 72,584 feet; that is, very nearly thirteen and threequarters


British Miles.


















But that wasn’t all. In between these collisions was the by no means negligible collision with the second law of thermodynamics. 




We have tumbled as though through error into a world which by all the evidence was not intended for us. We cling to a fragment of a grain of sand until such time as the chill of death shall return us to primal matter. We strut for a tiny moment upon a tiny stage, well knowing that all our aspirations are doomed to ultimate failure and that everything we have achieved will perish with our race leaving the universe as though we had never existed. The universe is indifferent and even hostile to every kind of life.





I would sometimes think of the stray piece of paper that was blown across the yard the night I fell out of the bounded, biblical world into an infinite universe. Was it blank? I would wonder, or was it inscribed? Was it inscribed on one side with the three passages I have just quoted, with the passage in which Newton had called all projected secondary qualities home to their source, with the passage in which Darwin dealt with the lapse of geological time, with the passage in which Sir James Jeans had pictured the consequences for us of universal, thermodynamic run-down? Was it inscribed, on the other side, with Nietzsche’s parable of a madman announcing the death of God?


Was that piece of paper our Doomsday Book?


Had it blown through everyone’s yard? Through everyone’s mind? Through everyone’s heart? Through everyone’s groin?


If what Sir James Jeans said was true, then to reproduce our kind would be to reproduce an original error. An error the universe was indifferent to, or hostile to. An error, in any case, that would leave no trace of its clarities, or of its chiaroscuros.


Walking home along Rathmines Road one evening I recognized now again that it wasn’t a sickness unique to me I was suffering from. I was suffering from the sickness of an age.


I was suffering from Kepler’s horror at finding himself wide awake in a universe that has neither centre nor circumference:




This very cogitation carries with it I don’t know what secret, hidden horror; indeed one finds oneself wandering in this immensity to which are denied limits and centre and therefore also all determinate places.





I was suffering from Pascal’s terror, as he describes it in his Pensées:




Let man then contemplate the whole of nature in her full and exalted majesty. Let him turn his eyes from the lowly objects which surround him. Let him gaze on that brilliant light set like an eternal lamp to illumine the Universe; let the earth seem to him a dot compared with the vast orbit described by the sun, and let him wonder at the fact that this vast orbit itself is no more than a very small dot compared with that described by the stars in their revolutions around the firmament. But if our vision stops here, let the imagination pass on; it will exhaust its powers of thinking long before nature ceases to supply it with material for thought. All this visible world is no more than an imperceptible speck in nature’s ample bosom. No idea approaches it. We may extend our conceptions beyond all imaginable space, yet produce only atoms in comparison with the reality of things. It is an infinite sphere, the centre of which is everywhere, the circumference nowhere. In short, it is the greatest perceptible mark of God’s almighty power that our imagination should lose itself in that thought.


Returning to himself, let man consider what he is compared with all existence; let him think of himself as lost in this remote corner of nature; and from this little dungeon in which he finds himself lodged – I mean the Universe – let him learn to set a true value on the earth, its kingdoms, and cities, and upon himself. What is a man in the infinite?


But to behold another miracle no less astonishing, let him examine the most delicate things he knows. Let him take a mite, with its tiny body and its incomparably more tiny limbs: legs with their joints, veins in those legs, blood in those veins, humours in the blood, drops in those humours, vapours in the drops. Subdividing yet again, let him exhaust his powers of thought, and let the ultimate point he can reach be now the subject of our discourse. Perhaps he will think that here is nature’s extreme diminutive. But in it I mean to show him a new abyss. I will paint for him not only the visible universe but all the imaginable vastness of nature in the womb of this diminutive atom. There let him see an infinity of universes, each with its firmament, its planets, its earth in the same proportions as the visible world; living creatures on that earth, and finally mites, in which he will find again all the features that he found in the first; and in these too he will find the same, repeated ceaselessly without pause and without end. Let him stand in amazement before these wonders, as astonishing in their minuteness as the others in their immensity. For who can fail to marvel that our body, which, before, was imperceptible in a universe itself imperceptible in the vastness of the whole, should now be a colossus, a world, or rather an absolute, compared with the nothingness that is beyond our reach?


A man who considers himself in this light will be frightened for himself; seeing himself suspended in the material body that nature has given him between the two abysses of infinity and nothingness, he will tremble at the sight of these marvels. And I believe that as his curiosity changes into awe, he will be more inclined to contemplate them in silence than presumptuously to examine them.


For, after all, what is man in nature? A nothing in comparison with the infinite, an absolute in comparison with nothing, a central point between nothing and all. Infinitely far from understanding these extremes, the end of things and their beginning are hopelessly hidden from him in an impenetrable secret. He is equally incapable of seeing the nothingness from which he came, and the infinite in which he is engulfed.


When I consider the short extent of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the small space that I fill or even see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces unknown to me and which know me not, I am terrified and astounded to find myself here and not there. For there is no reason why it should be here, not there, why now rather than at another time. Who put me here? By whose order and design have this place and time been allotted to me? The memory of a guest that tarrieth for a day.


Why is my knowledge limited? Why my stature? Why my life to a hundred years rather than a thousand? What reason had nature for fixing it so, for choosing this number rather than another in the infinity of those from which there was no more reason to choose one than another, of which none is more attractive than another?


How many realms know nothing of us!


The eternal silence of those infinite spaces strike me with terror.





I was suffering from Coleridge’s dejection:






    My genial spirits fail;


    And what can these avail


To lift the smothering weight from off my breast?


    It were a vain endeavour,


    Though I should gaze forever


On that green light that lingers in the west:


I may not hope from outward forms to win


The passion and the life, whose fountains are within.







O Lady! We receive but what we give,


And in our life alone does Nature live:


Ours is her wedding garment, ours her shroud!


    And would we aught behold, of higher worth,


Than that inanimate cold world allowed


To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd,


    Ah! From the soul itself must issue forth


A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud


    Enveloping the Earth –


And from the soul itself must there be sent


    A sweet and potent voice, of its own birth,


Of all sweet sounds the life and element!








I was suffering from the disillusioning Melville or Ishmael had undergone:




And when we consider that other theory of the natural philosophers that all other earthly hues – every stately or lovely emblazoning – the sweet tinges of sunset skies and woods; yea, and the gilded velvets of butterflies, and the butterfly cheeks of young girls; all these are but subtile deceits, not actually inherent in substances, but only laid on from without; so that all defied Nature absolutely paints like the harlot, whose allurements cover nothing but the charnel-house within; and when we proceed further, and consider that the mystical cosmetic which produces every one of her hues, the great principle of light, for ever remains white or colourless in itself, and if operating without medium upon matter, would touch all objects, even tulips and roses, with its own blank tinge – pondering all this, the palsied universe lies before us a leper …





With Arnold I suffered from a sense of godlessness in things:






The Sea of Faith


Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore


Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.


But now I only hear


Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,


Retreating, to the breath


Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear


And naked shingles of the world.







Ah, love, let us be true


To one another! for the world, which seems 


To lie before us like a land of dreams,


So various, so beautiful, so new,


Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,


Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;


And we are here as on a darkling plain


Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,


Where ignorant armies clash by night.








By now, however, I no longer expected that I would find refuge from all of this where Arnold sought it, in a loving mutuality between man and woman. Sometimes for hours on end I would be aware of menacing inwardness and it wasn’t because I had been given a gentian by Persephone or a ball of thread by Ariadne that I knew what Hopkins knew:






O the mind, mind has mountains, cliffs of fall


Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed …








I would often think of something Christ said:




The birds of the air have nests, foxes have holes, but the Son of Man has no where to lay his head.







No where outside his head to lay his head.


No where inside his head to lay his head. 





I would try to picture what Hopkins was saying.


From no matter what point on its surface we let it down into it, a sounding lead on a string of thirteen and three-quarters British Miles wouldn’t reach the floor of human inwardness.


And as for the ball of thread Ariadne had given to Theseus – fully unwound it would only reach the end of the Labyrinth, but I had long ago seen – in a dream I had seen – that the end of the Labyrinth isn’t the end of the psyche and the end of the psyche isn’t the end of what we inwardly are.


And yet, quite unexpectedly, there was hope in this dream. Reflecting on it, I could, however blindfoldedly, see that it is there within us where the thread gives out that peace begins – that it is there within us where the thread gives out and where the light of the gentian gives out that wonder begins, that what I could only call the mirum begins.


That’s why, every evening for as long as I could, I would sit in the soft chiaroscuro of my room and let this deep below all depths be in seance with me.


Mostly, though, I was aware of menace, and whenever I felt threatened, I gave up.


In all of this I wasn’t in any sense seeking a remedy for the sickness of our age. I was responding to a need. A need altogether deeper sometimes than my need for human companionship. When I thought about it I felt that, like Persephone, I must in a previous incarnation perhaps have eaten the fateful pomegranate seed, and that meant that Rathmines Road, the road to my room, was a descending road. Its street lamps to me were Demeter’s pale lamps. Lighting my way, as in frosted September they would light the way of the Corn Maiden, they were lamps on the stairs going down to the halls of Dis.


For whatever reason it came more naturally to me to ask the flower girl to reach me a gentian than it did to ask Descartes to reach me his Discours.


At this time I wrote a poem I would later call ‘Tenebrae’. In it I imagined that the flower girl wouldn’t, like Ariadne, remain at the cave mouth. I imagined she’d go all the way down with me:






This lantern, then,


And my hands survive,


I am longer than lamplight,


Long have I feared this night,


And sitting we watch


Five hours till dawn.







There are no footprints here,


No gathering in of flowers,


Nor labourings of the earth.


There are no mirrors on the walls


Where we descend, night after night,


Only her hands, and year after year


Blown back in our hard-worn faces …








In this there is a recognition, still resisted, that where the gentian and the thread give out we might have no choice, if we wish to go on, but to follow the very dark guidance of the quenched Tenebrae harrow.




*





This year again, on the first day of our summer holidays, I went to London. I found work in Wall’s ice-cream factory in North Acton and I found rented accommodation in Shepherd’s Bush. I would often think of those shepherds, and I’d think of their bush, and sometimes as I did so I’d remember that this was Blake’s town, the town in which he sang his Songs of Innocence:






’Twas on a Holy Thursday their innocent faces clean,


The children walking two & two in red & blue & green


Grey headed beadles walkd before with wands as white as snow


Till into the high dome of Pauls they like Thames waters flow.








Often, to read them in cafés or in parks, I would bring a copy of those songs with me and one evening, as I was taking down a telephone number, Hol. 7888, from a public notice-board, I conveniently didn’t remember the lines:






But most thro’ midnight streets I hear


How the youthful Harlots curse 


Blasts the newborn Infants tear,


And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.








When I did phone her, she asked me, as though we had known each other all our lives, to bring her some chips.


She was a woman you’d hope would give you a second look at a party and from the beginning I felt that she had an easy-going, almost sumptuous hospitality to human need.


After talking for a couple of hours, we both knew that what we expected would happen couldn’t now happen. Something spoken but not yet openly spoken between us had to be protected, and she knew how, saying it is late, but I see you have my phone number on the cover of your book.


London’s streets aren’t so chartered after all, I thought, walking home. Under them, if only as intuitions or memories, are the seeds of buttercups and cowslips and orchids. And could I but find them, I thought, I would sit with the shepherds; under their bush, flowering now in May. And I would talk to them about what had just happened. I would tell them that grace had mastered instinct, or no, I would tell them that, no matter what, Paradise had never finally faded from things, or from people.


I wrote a story I soon lost. It wasn’t a loss. But sometimes walking the streets, or lifting the trays of packaged ice-cream off the end of the conveyor belt in the factory, I would remember the last lines of it:




But that was another time, another place by a waterfall, and our love, our first, was ours, a silver lining in search of a cloud.





Mostly, that is why I was in London. I was searching for the cloud. And the most natural way – for me, the most natural way to seek it and to find it – was sexually.


Thinking about it, I couldn’t afterwards see why I wrote the phone number down. It wasn’t after all so hard to remember.




Hol. 7888





But Blake didn’t only think of experience in a sensual sense. Altogether more alarmingly, he thought of it in the way in which Job was made to think of it. Experience is encounter with Behemoth, it is encounter with Tyger:






Tyger Tyger burning bright,


In the forests of the night:


What immortal hand or eye,


Could frame thy fearful symmetry?







In what distant deeps or skies


Burnt the fire of thine eyes?


On what wings dare he aspire?


What the hand, dare seize the fire?










And what shoulder, & what art,


Could twist the sinews of thy heart?


And when thy heart began to beat,


What dread hand? & what dread feet?







What the hammer? what the chain?


In what furnace was thy brain?


What the anvil? what dread grasp,


Dare its deadly terrors clasp? …








Experience is our encounter with all that is so improbably awful and terrible in the world, it is encounter with all that is too much for us in the world:




The roaring of lions, the howling of wolves, the raging of the stormy sea and the destructive sword are portions of eternity too great for the eye of man.





And as Boehme knew, so did Blake know, that whatever is outside is also inside:




… as in your own bosom you bear your heaven and earth, and all you behold, tho it appear without it is within in your imagination of which the world of mortality is but a shadow.





I had begun to suspect that Nietzsche didn’t survive, didn’t sanely survive, this most terrible of human discoveries:




I have discovered for myself, he tells us, that the old human and animal world, indeed the entire prehistory and past of all sentient being, lives on, works on, hates on, loves on, thinks on in me.





And if Nietzsche didn’t survive this discovery that his thinking and dreaming and loving and hating were as much dinosauric as they were Periclean, how could we be sure that humanity at large would survive it? It was a question I often had in mind as I crossed into the Natural History Museum in Cromwell Road or as I crossed into the Planetarium in Baker Street. In the one, Tyger – Tyger in the sense of the zoa that challenges the assumption of a benign providence – in the one, Tyger was the frightful mill-mouth of tyrannosaurus, in the other, he was the awful, unhaltered turbulence of the Horsehead Nebula.


Once, in a fantasy, I went to the foot of the cross, I picked up Adam’s skull and, like the melancholy Dane, I talked to it saying, it was all too much, wasn’t it? Inwardly it was too much, outwardly it was too much. In generating a head such as yours, Nature ran too great a risk and, eponymous in his disinheritance to Western humanity, Ishmael has already accepted that what has happened to Zeuglodon will happen to us.


The sad thing was that Christians, as Christians, had refused to embark on the modern voyage. Persons elected to defend the deposit of faith had seen to it that Giordano Bruno was burned at the stake, and that they did because he had dared to suggest that, being infinite, the universe must have an infinite number of suns like ours and an infinite number of worlds. Calling it a devil’s tube, the cardinals who were his contemporaries refused to look through Galileo’s telescope. No cardinal or pope went ashore at Punta Alta or Galapagos. In other words, Christianity had refused the Gethsemane experience in its modern form, and the result was that it couldn’t watch with people who, like Ulysses, couldn’t rest content on Ithaca. It couldn’t watch with people when, like Christ, they were sore amazed, when they suffered from Kepler’s horror, or from Pascal’s terror, or from Coleridge’s dejection, or from Arnold’s temptation to recoil. It seemed to me that Christians had lost confidence in Christ and, fearing for his safety, had confined him within the homely horizons of the Ptolemaic world. People who fell out of that world, therefore, tended also to fall away from Christ. I did. And the only literary heroes who meant anything to me now were Job and Ishmael, they being men about whom a traditional world had fallen into ruins leaving them exposed to inner and outer immensities.




When I say my bed shall comfort me, my couch shall ease my complaint; Then thou scarest me with dreams, and terrifiest me through visions: so that my soul chooseth strangling and death rather than my life.


Hell is naked before me and destruction hath no covering.


I am a brother to dragons and a companion to owls.


Behold now Behemoth which I made with thee; he eateth grass as an ox. Lo now, his strength is in his loins, and his force is in the navel of his belly.


He moveth his tail like a cedar: the sinews of his stones are wrapped together. His bones are as strong pieces of brass; his bones are like bars of iron.


He is the chief of the ways of God.


Canst thou draw out Leviathan with an hook? Or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest down? Canst thou put an hook into his nose? Or bore his jaw through with a thorn? Will he make many supplications unto thee? Will he speak soft words unto thee? Will he make a covenant with thee? Wilt thou take him for a servant forever? Wilt thou play with him as with a bird? Or wilt thou bind him for thy maidens? Shall the companions make a banquet of him? Shall they part him among the merchants? Canst thou fill his skin with barbed irons? Or his head with fish spears? Lay thine hand upon him, remember the battle, do no more. Behold, the hope of him is in vain: shall not one be cast down even at the sight of him?





It was as if Job and Ishmael were the jambs of the door through which I passed into the great gallery of the dinosaurs in the Natural History Museum. And Ishmael, as I passed between them, was as apocalyptically voluble as Job:




Detached broken fossils of pre-adamite whales, fragments of their bones and skeletons, have within thirty years past, at various intervals, been found at the base of the Alps, in Lombardy, in France, in England, in Scotland, and in the states of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama. Among the more curious of such remains is part of a skull, which in the year 1779 was disinterred in the rue Dauphine in Paris, a short street opening almost directly upon the palace of the Tuileries; and bones disinterred in excavating the great docks of Antwerp, in Napoleon’s time. Cuvier pronounced these fragments to have belonged to some utterly unknown Leviathanic species.


But by far the most wonderful of all cetacean relics was the almost complete vast skeleton of an extinct monster, found in the year 1842, on the plantation of Judge Creagh, in Alabama. The awe-stricken credulous slaves in the vicinity took it for the bones of one of the fallen angels. The Alabama doctors declared it a huge reptile, and bestowed upon it the name Basilosaurus. But some specimen bones of it being taken across the sea to Owen, the English Anatomist, it turned out that this alleged reptile was a whale, though of a departed species … So Owen rechristened the monster Zeuglodon; and in his paper read before the London Geological Society, pronounced it, in substance, one of the most extraordinary creatures which the mutations of the globe have blotted out of existence.


When I stand among the mighty Leviathan skeletons, skulls, tusks, jaws, ribs and vertebrae, all characterised by partial resemblances to existing breeds of sea-monsters; but at the same time bearing on the other hard similar affinities to the annihilated and antechronical Leviathans, their incalculable seniors; I am, by a flood, borne back to that wondrous period, ere time itself can be said to have begun; for time began with man. Here Saturn’s grey chaos rolls over me, and I obtain dim, shuddering glimpses into those polar eternities; when wedged bastions of ice pressed hard upon what are now the Tropics; and in all the 25,000 miles of this world’s circumference, not an inhabitable hand’s breadth of land was visible. Then the whole world was the whales’ and, king of creation, he left his wake along the present lines of the Andes and the Himalehs. Who can show a pedigree like Leviathan? Ahab’s harpoon had shed older blood that the Pharaoh’s. Methuselah seems a schoolboy. I look round to shake hands with Shem. I am horror-struck at this antemosaic, unsourced existence of the unspeakable terrors of the whale, which, having been before all time, must needs exist after all humane ages are over.





Standing under the high Jurassic bones, I one day remembered what the god who talked to Job out of the whirlwind had said.


Speaking of Behemoth, he said:




He is the Chief of the ways of God.





Speaking of Leviathan, he said:




Lay thine hand upon him, remember the battle, do no more. Behold, the hope of him is in vain…





But if Behemoth and not the lamb and not the dove is the chief of the ways of God, then was that god with Christ or in Christ when he preached the Sermon on the Mount?


And if the hope of Leviathan is in vain, then surely also is the hope of human inwardness in vain. Then surely is there no redemption for the Triassic, Jurassic and Cretaceous depths of dreaming and waking psyche that Nietzsche, if my guess was right, was a victim of. 


Could a humanity that had awakened to the extent that Nietzsche had, could it ever again sing a Song of Innocence?






’Twas on a Holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean,


The children walking two and two, in red and blue and green,


Grey-headed beadles walked before, with wands as white as snow,


Till into the high dome of Paul’s they like Thames’ waters flow.








How heartbreaking it was, walking in Owen’s town, to hear the nurse singing her song:






When the voices of children are heard on the green


And laughing is heard on the hill,


My heart is at rest within my breast


And everything else is still.







‘Then come home, my children, the sun is gone down


And the dews of night arise;


Come, come, leave off play, and let us away


‘Till the morning appears in the skies.’







‘No, no, let us play, for it is yet day


And we cannot go to sleep;


Besides, in the sky the little birds fly


And the hills are all covered with sheep.’







‘Well, well, go and play till the light fades away


And then go home to bed.’


The little ones leaped and shouted and laughed


And all the hills echoéd.








But for how long more would those children continue in their innocence? For how long more could the nurse protect them? Soon, seeking experience, some of them or all of them would go off into the world, off, far off, beyond her care, beyond her call.


Ishmael did:




Some years ago – never mind how long precisely – having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world.





Two or three years into that voyage, he was warning us:




Consider them both, the sea and the land, and do you not find a strange analogy to something in yourself? For as this appalling ocean surrounds the verdant land, so in the soul of man there lies one insular Tahiti; full of peace and joy, but encompassed by all the horrors of the half known life. God keep thee! Push not off from that isle, thou canst never return!





Not to the shepherds sitting under their bush.


Not even maybe to the door that will open when we dial 




Hol. 7888





We have passed out of innocence into experience.


Hills that echoed back our childhood shouting now echo back the roar of Tyger.


Hills that echoed back our childhood laughter now echo back the roar of Tyrannosaurus.


The thing about Job and Ishmael is that they journey forward into more experience than their religions ever had to cope with. That is why they were destitute. That is why only a new revelation could have comforted them. Waiting upon that, Ishmael found makeshift shelter, shelter of sorts, in an Afric temple on an Afric shore.




Nor must there be omitted another strange attestation of the antiquity of the whale, in his own osseous post-diluvian reality, as set down by the venerable John Leo, the old Barbary traveller.


‘Not far from the sea-side, they have a Temple, the Rafters and Beams of which are made of Whale-Bones; for Whales of a monstrous size are oftentimes cast up dead upon that shore. The Common People imagine, that by a secret Power bestowed by God upon the Temple, no Whale can pass by it without immediate death. But the truth of the matter is, that on either side of the Temple, there are rocks that shoot two miles into the sea, and wound the Whales when they light upon ‘em. They keep a Whale’s Rib of an incredible length for a Miracle, which lying upon the Ground with its convex part uppermost, makes an Arch, the Head of which cannot be reached by a man upon a Camel’s Back. This rib (says John Leo) is said to have layn there a hundred years before I saw it. Their Historians affirm, that a Prophet who prophesy’d of Mahomet, came from this Temple, and some do not stand to assert, that the Prophet Jonas was cast forth by the Whale at the Base of the Temple.’


In this Afric Temple of the Whale I leave you, reader – …





Although he had more than enough bones – he had the bones of Toxodon, Mylodon, Megalonyx and Macrauchenia – although as I say he had more than enough bones, Darwin didn’t build such a chapel for himself on the beach of Punta Alta. And maybe that is just as well, I thought, because it is from thirteen and three-quarters British Miles deep in ourselves – it is from that depth and deeper that we must call for the new revelation.




*





Towards the end of July I had lunch with Babs, my sister in London. She worked as an air-hostess with British United Airways. Looking at the books I had bought that morning, all of them books about ancient civilizations, she told me she could get me a cheap flight to somewhere within easy reach of one or another of them. I had no problems choosing which one, and that evening she phoned me to tell me that she had booked a return flight, open at both ends, to Athens, with a stop-over in Rome on the way back. 


Three mornings later, seeing it in a moment of delighted but frightened surprise, there it was, this pillared – what? this pillared thing – this pillared declaration – declaring what? Declaring itself forever untroubled, forever untouched by human turmoil – there it was, the heavens themselves declaring that relations between them and everything beneath them would never be anything but serene.


I hadn’t anticipated anything of this. Sight of it, sight of the Parthenon in the high distance, was a blow to me. I took it on the chest and, as though I was the dresser at home in Ireland, it shook all of classical learning out of me, it shook a kind of secular impiety out of me.


It wasn’t that I saw it as threateningly holy, but the moment I saw it I did feel that I was down here and it was up there. More than anything else, I sensed its high, ontological apartness and this evoked or begot – as if from the place where the divine ‘Thou shalt’ came down upon Jews, it begot a feeling of reverence in me – that, and a need for contrition. I had come here in lordly mood but now if I was anything I was a pilgrim, paying tribute.


And as well as this, there was the pure aesthetic shock of it. The uncomplaining, confident, calm regularity of it. In the midst of all the surrounding irregularity, the very bold regularity of it. Very bold it certainly was, but was it also a little indecent I wondered? Indecent in that it made no concessions at all to how things are with us mortals. Could I trust anything that would so banish all disorder and confusion from my mind? And yet I only had to look at it to lose the argument. And not only that. For the first time in my life, however late in the day, I wanted to enlist with Greeks going off to fight at Marathon, going off to hold the pass at Thermopylae. There is, I thought, a citadel that must be defended.


Having seen this thing, this pillared declaration, I felt I could now turn round and go back to the airport and go home.


The moment passed, though.


And I remembered. Only a few days previously, in the Natural History Museum in London, I had imagined Darwin erecting an oratory, not of cut stone, on the beach at Punta Alta.


It was to this beach, to this shack on this beach, that our Year One Reed had brought us.


The Year One Reed that Aztecs endured was short and brutal and all-destroying. Our Year One Reed had on the contrary been going on for four hundred years, had been going on since Copernicus had published his De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium. It was still going on, and the question we now had to ask on the beach of Punta Alta was no longer a question about the capacity of religion and culture to absorb new insights and new discoveries. It was a question about our own capacity to evolve – could our psychic sutures open to the point that we could safely take in any new truth about human inwardness or stellar outwardness that came our way? 


How else could Job and Ishmael have survived?


The welkin cracked above King Lear.


The welkin cracked and his mind cracked.


And I had often thought of the Fool’s question. Addressed to the distracted king, addressed to him out of doors on a wild night, it could, at this stage surely, be asked of us all:




‘How now, nuncle?’


On the heath asked of us, on the beach asked of us.


How now? 





I hadn’t come to Greece to ask that question, though.


Coming to Greece was a kind of homecoming. Indeed, if the word hadn’t anciently acquired associations altogether too grand, I’d have called it a nostos. In epic involvement, nostos referred to the homecoming of the Greek heroes from Troy. It referred to the homecoming of Menelaus to Sparta, of Agamemnon to Mycenae, of Odysseus to Ithaca. Little wonder, therefore, that I knew it and remembered it as a good word. Good in that it has knowledge of the perils, the dangers, the enchantments, the seductions and the contrary winds that boats coming home will run into. Good in that it knows that the home we leave is, almost never, the home we come home to.


Agamemnon had a very red homecoming. And, wearied within a few years of field and hearth, Odysseus pushed off again, and this time, sailing out between the Pillars of Herakles into the great grey ocean, he must have known he would never return.


Nostos was much too big a word for what I was doing. But I was in a sense returning to my very first encounter with the Greek world in St Michael’s College in Listowel. After our initial struggles with the new and very strange alphabet, Timmy O’Connor, our teacher, taught us our first Greek word. It was Parthenos, and it meant virgin or maiden, he said. He talked to us about Athena. She was the patron goddess of Athens. Being a virgin, she was called Athena Parthenos and that is why her temple – and he showed us a drawing of it – that’s why her temple is called the Parthenon.


Walking towards it now, an hour or so after sunrise on a modern Greek morning, it did seem to say, even yet it could say, the divine is with us, but, be advised, don’t presume, don’t take anything for granted and don’t ever attempt – whatever your peril, don’t ever attempt to shorten the distance between the human and the Divine, the mortal and the Immortal.


Looking at it, I recognized that I had a Christian upbringing. I could, without alarm therefore, think of the human and the divine as coinciding, or at least as having once coincided, in the singleness of a single person. In the person of Jesus, the Immortal had been united, had been substantially united, with the mortal, in him the Divine had died a human death, it had undergone rigor and sepulture and it wasn’t therefore a cause of scandal to a Christian when someone’s mortal remains were buried in a church. No such ontological confusion could be permitted, could ever be contemplated, in Athena’s temple. In Athena’s eyes, in her owl eyes, such confusion would be chaos, the end.


Now that it was there before me, more above me than before me at this stage, I was once again trying to learn the word Parthenon.


I was, moreover, beginning to have a sense of real divine presence, of holy height, and I wasn’t ready for it. I needed to put something, a wall, between me and it, and so when, farther along the white street, I found that a café had just opened, I went in. I was the first customer of the day and it suited me to sit in a corner with a cup of Turkish coffee and think things through. Or not think at all maybe. The floor, which had just been washed, was drying out in patches. I watched it for a while, but it didn’t work. Actaeon was on my mind.




 





Never once had Actaeon put his hand to a plough.


Never once had he herded sheep to spring pastures.


Never once had he taken a piece of wood and carved it into the image of a goddess or a god.


Actaeon was a hunter. To an extent that frightened some of them, he would often be of one mind with his hounds.


Of one mind with his hounds, he was one day giving chase to a stag. Antlers he saw. A shimmer leaping a stream he saw. Eruptions of dust and skirmishes of dust he saw. And this was it. This was what he had reared and fed his hounds for. This was what he had trained his horse for. This was what he lived for. And he knew now. By the howling he knew. And by the echoing, echoing, echoing of the howling he knew that it wouldn’t be long till this stag stood at bay. But then, suddenly and unaccountably, there was silence, and as though a chasm had opened before her, his horse reared. She reared and reared, refusing utterly to be mastered. And to add to his sense of the pure stupidity that will sometimes show up in things, there they were, his hounds coming back, in twos and threes coming back, all lust for the hunt, all lust for the kill, gone from them.


There being nothing else he could do that day, Actaeon pulled on his reins and turned towards home.


But that wouldn’t be the end of it. That couldn’t be the end of it. That stag, the noblest he had ever seen, must stand at bay. At bay to his hounds. At bay to his pride in himself. At bay to his pride in his horse. At bay to his pride in his past, to his pride in his future.


Sitting high, bringing only his three roughest hounds, he set out.


All morning, it was a canter through country he knew.


The stag, he was sure, hadn’t come back within the home horizon, so he kept going, ignoring every temptation to give chase to lesser quarry.


By the time the sun was at its highest, it was far country he was coming into. Country Sagittarius, when he was among us, might have hunted in. Country Orion, when he was among us, might have hunted in. 


Feasting one night after a mighty boar hunt, Actaeon hadn’t thought it outrageous when, proposing a final carouse, a servant called out, ‘Look up Actaeon, look up, look up into the night sky, there is room up there for another hunter.’


Coming to the place of her first refusal, cantering towards it, his horse reared. She reared, and she wouldn’t be mastered. And, rough though they were, the roughest he had, his hounds wouldn’t stir.


Determined that this time he would have his way, Actaeon dismounted and, to show horse and hounds that there was no border he wouldn’t cross, that he and they wouldn’t cross, he strode forward in a calm, red rage.


On and on he strode. On and on to the brink of a river he didn’t know was there.


Hauling himself up short, he looked down and, unable now to do anything about it, he saw Artemis and her nymphs bathing in a pool.


Knowing that she had been seen in her nakedness, seen by a mortal, Artemis, the divine huntress, turned the full fury of her gaze upon him and in so doing turned him into a stag. Downwind from him, his hounds picked up the scent and, released from holy hesitation, they howled, howled, howled. In mortal danger, and knowing it, Actaeon broke for open ground. But these were his roughest hounds. They had been bred to give chase and not to give up. It was in his own yard, he pleading for recognition, that they savaged him, morselled him.




Actaeon’s homecoming.


Actaeon’s nostos.


His morsels didn’t become stars. They didn’t become a constellation outshining Orion.





Sitting there, in a café under the Acropolis, there was something I was trying to learn. The word horos maybe, the Greek word for limit, for boundary, for border.


The border at which hound and horse hesitate.


The border at which I must make a decision concerning myself. Do I stay with my humanity? Or do I look up into vacant space among the stars?


It was a long soliloquy. Long and silent. Born of fright. Of frightened self-encounter.


I had come here as a kind of Rhadamanthus. I would judge the Greek achievement. I would stand before statues and say this or that about them. I would say this or that about temples I visited. All the while imagining myself being overheard and admired by my friends, there would be things I would think and say about the Oresteia, about Oedipus Tyrannus, about the Bacchae – and, of course, about Iphigeneia at Aulis.


Chris, my brother, struggling with Iphigeneia at Aulis under flitches of bacon in a small farmer’s house in North Kerry. He sitting at the head of the table, me sitting at the side of it. He struggling with the sometimes baffling irregularities of tragic syntax, and me memorizing the equally baffling irregularities of the Greek verb horao, meaning to see. Horao, it went, horao, opsomai, eidon, heoraka, heoramai, ophthen.


Is it, I one day asked Lydia Carlyle – on a day when neither of us had seduction in mind – is it that we human beings are afraid of what we etymologically are, is it that we cannot live with what we etymologically are, and is that why, in order to live at all, we must resort to continual self-disguise? To continual self-avoidance?


Thinking back on this now, I thought of Oedipus. It occurred to me that this little verb to see is the real Sphinx, if not also indeed the real hero, of Sophocles’ play, Oedipus being the momentary tragic mask. This I knew was destructively reductive, but I felt there was something I was trying to get hold of. And anyway it was something I liked to do, to give myths a free hand.


However we think of her, the Sphinx doesn’t only confront us on the high mountain road into Thebes, she also confronts us on the blind and rarely discovered road to Colonus.


Oedipus believed he had defeated the Sphinx. But of course he hadn’t. Like the verb to see, which as often as not in tragedy means not to see, she had merely undergone a shape-shift.


The pity is, I thought, that Sophocles didn’t install her in her new and more difficult guise on the road to Colonus. The pity is that he didn’t install her as the Greek verb to see, farrowing her litter of unpredictable irregularities, the new tragic chorus of Erinyes not so tractable as Aeschylus might believe them to be.


Blindly he comes, I imagined her saying as she sees him coming towards her. She knows him well, this wandering, outcast king. In ignorance of who he etymologically is, he has murdered his father, he has married his mother and he is therefore an older brother to his own daughters, an older brother to his own sons.


A day came when, in a dreadful nostos, Oedipus came home to who he etymologically was. That day, in expiation, he spiked his own eyes and went into exile from the city he thought he had saved, but had, in fact, polluted.




 





Blindly he comes, I imagined her saying.


Blindly he comes, seeking dreadful sanctuary.


Blindly he comes, seeking dreadful ground to die on.


But first my question …


And being more clever than anyone else who comes along this road, this time that won’t work.


This time we will see if he can see that his new mistake, that his new attempt at self-avoidance, is to rest in a tragic destiny.


This time we will see if he can see into that inner depth in which he is son to no one, husband to no one, father to no one, brother to no one.


This time we will see if he has seen.


If he hasn’t, he comes too soon. 


If he hasn’t, it is at his peril that he will travel onwards along this road to Colonus.


To come too soon to Colonus, I thought, could be altogether more damaging than to come too soon to Thebes. To his destiny as Oedipus he might there add his destiny as Actaeon.




Oedipus and Actaeon.





It intrigued me that Actaeon hadn’t become as tragically momentous for Greeks as Oedipus had. The reason, I supposed, is that most of us have lived in families, some of them full of only half-acknowledged temptations and dangers, whereas only relatively very few of us have blundered to destruction across an ontological divide.


Having, on this my first morning in Athens, thought about Actaeon and Oedipus, having thought about the blindness of the one to dangerous borders and the blindness of the other to himself, it did now seem fantastical that I should have thought of enlisting with Greeks going east to Marathon, going north to Thermopylae, and going south in ships to Salamis.


The stone floor of this little café under the Acropolis was still drying out. And, as I watched it, I thought, maybe it isn’t drying out alone, maybe an Oedipal ignorance about who I am is drying off my mind, is drying off my eyes. Coming as I do from the bogs of North Kerry, maybe I haven’t eyes for Athens. The road to Listowel might only ever have reached Listowel and in that case shouldn’t I stop thinking rather grandly of myself as an heir to ancient Mediterranean culture. Shouldn’t I rather think of myself as a more or less destitute Persian foot-soldier, one who, unfortunately for himself, didn’t make it to the last boat home.


I had come to Athena’s city. Born not from a womb but fully armed and fully grown from the head of Zeus, Athena was a warrior goddess. In images of her, almost invariably, she was shown wearing a helmet and carrying a spear and a shield. Not long after the beginning of the world, when things were still turbulent, she fought with the Gods against the Giants. She wasn’t to be taken for granted. With her owl eyes she could do to an impious intruder what Artemis, another virgin goddess, had done to Actaeon.


Athena’s birthday fell on the twenty-eighth day of Hecatombaion, a month that would partially coincide with our July and August. On that day Athenians held a great festival called the Panathenaia in her honour. Every fourth year an even more elaborate version of it called the Great Panathenaia was held. It commenced with a great procession that set off from the Pompeion, wound its way through the Agora and up the slopes of the Acropolis. It included horsemen, men in chariots, elders, musicians, marshals, magistrates, maidens carrying libation bowls and other sacred vessels, pitcher bearers, tray bearers, animals for sacrifice, ordinary citizens and, most important of all perhaps, the arrephoros or priestess who carried the peplos or robe for the statue of Athena. When the ceremony of the robing and the sacrifices were completed, then the sacred contests, not all of them athletic or equestrian, could begin.


A great sculptured representation of this procession had been incorporated into the Parthenon. Reaching a length of one hundred and sixty metres, it ran, high up under the ceiling, along the entire colonnade. In the early eighteen hundreds Lord Elgin removed what remained of it and had it shipped to London and it was there, in the Duveen Gallery of the British Museum, that I had come to know it.


It didn’t happen all at once. With all that it so beneficently and not so beneficently meant, I had come from the bogs, but a day came when these chiselled slabs did favour me into a mood I had never before experienced. They created me, I felt, in all those places that God had deliberately left unfinished at the end of the sixth day. It was as if God has said to Adam and Eve, ‘I have done as much in six days as it was right and good that I should do. Yours is the seventh day, a day in which, imitating me, you can, if you will, do something splendid.’ Like so many other peoples, the ancient Greeks took up the challenge and even if we only had one surviving piece of sculpture to go by, that single draped female figure from the east pediment of the Parthenon, even if we only had her, we would have to conclude that they had succeeded, miraculously.


Sometimes in London, in the space of less than an hour, I would go from Jurassic a-stone-ishment in the Natural History Museum to Pentelic a-stone-ishment in the British Museum. The transition was shocking. But Blake helped. It was here in this town that he had elaborated a new Christian ethic. He called it The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, and in essence it was telling me that opposites aren’t always as opposed to each other as they might at first sight seem. It was telling me that what we think of as untraversable no-man’s-land between them can in some instances be common ground. It was telling me that opposites will sometimes behave like contraries, that they will be or can be in creative complicity or interaction with each other and that it is only when there is such a creative interaction of contraries in us that we are growing. He puts it bluntly: without contraries there is no progression.


Could I do it? I wondered.


Could I, within myself, accommodate the Classical and the Cretaceous?


It was difficult: walking with dinosaurs in the morning and walking in a sacred procession towards their goddess with Athenians in the evening. And, mostly, the journey between them was underground. And that was something I never got used to, a way down that wasn’t a kathodos, an underground that wasn’t an underworld, and a way up that wasn’t an anodos. So the journey wasn’t a journey. And yet, so absorbing were they, those chiselled stones did more than once create in me the illusion that I had emerged in ancient Athens on the twenty-eighth day of Hecatombaion. That was Athena’s birthday and the festival in her honour would be well under way, and never once as I looked on would I be aware of Kepler’s horror, of Pascal’s terror, of Coleridge’s dejection, of Melville’s shuddering glimpses, of Arnold’s recoil, or of Nietzsche’s collapse. It was strange. But that is how it was. Athena’s birthday was always a day off for me.


The floor of the little café had dried out. A delivery man and the patron were sitting at a table in the far corner. They obviously had much that was new and interesting to say to each other. I listened intently, hoping I would hear the echo of an ancient word, a word spoken by Leonidas on the night before he died defending the pass at Thermopylae, a word Pheidias might have used in conversation with Pericles as they both walked home after the funeral oration, a word Aeschylus might have used in conversation with Sophocles as people were gathering for the first staging of the Oresteia.


Three ancient nights.


Three ancient conversations between men who, historians would say, were changing the course of world history?


Or was it that they were leading us out of myth into history?


If they were, I couldn’t but be reluctant. By temperament and conditioning, I couldn’t but be reluctant. In North Kerry, as we worked our way down into the bog, bringing up turf for the winter’s fire, history seemed to be little more than an agitation that kept us permanently distracted.


And yet, how could we not cross the shadow lines that Greeks had crossed? How, at the end of the Oresteia, could we not applaud?


Climbing the Acropolis, I was, quite deliberately in my own mind, a Panathenaic Procession of one. My purpose was to do reverence and give thanks. In the end, as though they were alive and could hear me, I directly addressed the Caryatids of the Erechtheion. ‘However ruined your world,’ I said, and however weary you might be, ‘I beseech you, please, do continue to support the vision.’


It happened again on the road west and then south to Mycenae. Hitching, I got a lift first in a truck and then in a car. The man in the car spoke English. He had two pigeons tied in a way that prevented take-off and flight. At times, and to the extent that they could, they fluttered and fought, seeking escape from their bondage.


‘For my dinner,’ he said.


A sense I had is that it wasn’t only his mouth watered.


And I could see it.


He would sharpen an already very sharp knife on a concrete floor.


His five-year-old daughter or his six-year-old son would watch a rope of blood, in this case two ropes of blood, flowing down into a bowl.


It would be an earthenware bowl with a chipped lip.


The blood would settle into an accusation all the more dreadful because it was so content to be so speechless.


Erinyes, red Erinyes, Erinyes with red accusation in their eyes, would gather at the borders of the boy’s mind, at the borders of the girl’s mind.


And I seemed to know them, that boy and that girl.


He was Orestes and she was Electra. 


I was still quite a long way off from Mycenae but in an all too real way I was already there, and I wasn’t ready for it.


Embarrassed at not being able to offer him an explanation, I asked the man to stop and let me out.


Before I closed the door, I looked at the pigeons.


Puzzled, he looked at them, then looked at me.


‘They remind me of Agamemnon,’ I said. ‘They remind me of Agamemnon struggling in his net.’


He didn’t get it. And so, thanking him, I closed the door, and he drove away.


With Agamemnon so vividly on my mind, with a bowl of blood and red-eyed Erinyes on my mind, with Orestes and Electra and Clytemnestra on my mind, I felt I was walking in Mycenaean times and the girl coming up the road might still be in mourning for her friend, her royal friend, sacrificed to Artemis at Aulis.




‘Kali mera,’ she said, greeting me.


‘Kali mera,’ I said, greeting her.





We had passed each other and I was sad.


For the next six miles of the road, and for seven, I was sad.


I wasn’t a melancholy poet, so I couldn’t be content with the thought that only a moment is given. I couldn’t be content with the thought that a lifetime of conversation would only impoverish that moment.


A nobility in her bearing suggested that she hadn’t eaten the pomegranate seed of this, our upper world, and that meant that she wasn’t in hostage to such common concerns as what will I do and who will I marry and where will I live.


But only a moment was given.




‘Kali mera,’ she said, looking at me.


‘Kali mera,’ I said, looking at her.





Could it be, though, that this moment would never be over?


A moment on a road that would bring her, if she kept walking, to Athens, that would bring me, if I kept walking, to Mycenae.


The road that was anodos to her was kathodos to me.


She, some people would say, was walking with history while I, were I to continue, would be walking against it.


But then, Heraclitus had assured us that the way up and the way down are one way.


Whether this was so or not, I couldn’t say. I only knew that it wasn’t by a modern engineered road, it wasn’t by speeding along that road in a truck or a car, that we should attempt to go back into our past or go down into our psyches.




Better to go following a river or a stream. 


Better to go following a sheep track or a goat track or a cow track.


Better to go pouring libations.





I recalled a dream. I heard a knock on our door and that was very strange because people only ever lifted our latch and came in. More curious than afraid, I went to see and for some reason it didn’t surprise me at all to see that it was Aeschylus who was standing there.


‘The earthenware bowl on your dresser,’ he said.


‘What about it?’ I asked.


‘It is now a libation bowl.’


Thinking about this the next day, I concluded that this was his way, his cryptic way, of talking about history. He might even have been talking about his own great trilogy of plays called the Oresteia. With the Oresteia history had opened not for the last time into a before and an after, into how things were before it, into how things would be or could be after it.


Things hadn’t worked out as simply or as easily as that for me. For reasons of pure psychic need my life couldn’t be a progress from the world of The Golden Bough to the world of The Origin of Species, it couldn’t be a progress from the bogdeal of North Kerry to the Pentelic marble of the Parthenon.


I had no choice. I could never walk away from bogdeal. I must always keep faith with bogdeal. I must always be able to sit in the silence under history. I must always be able to go back to a house in which a hatching hen took precedence over the noise of our metallurgical ages.




Bogdeal and the Bough.





Our Year One Reed might have swept much else away, but never once did it dislodge bogdeal. And, recovering from the blight that initially withered it, the golden bough was putting forth fresh shoots.




It is the gift I’d have brought to fifth-century Athens.


It is the gift I’d have brought to eighteenth-century Europe.




 





It is the gift I’d have brought to Freud.


It is the gift I’d have brought to Jung.




 





A libation bowl made from North Kerry bogdeal.





It was what I myself had need of now because, yielding to impulse, I had stepped off the engineered road and was walking across rough, original ground among the mountains of Nemea. It was here, setting out on this very path maybe, that Herakles had undertaken the first of his twelve labours. He must destroy the lion, if lion he was. More like a spirit of chaos he was. Red-eyed and anarchically roaring, he had for some years past ravaged the countryside round about. In the end, in a dream someone had, even Taurus coming over the horizon didn’t seem safe. He must be put down, else there would never again be a ploughed field, never again would a shepherd attend to his flock. 


No one saw the fight, for it happened in the last cavern of a mountain cave. What the people of Nemea saw was Herakles emerging, and great was their joy, and by nightfall their joy could in no wise be content to be joy; it flourished into song and dance, it flourished into jubilation. Only one old man among them didn’t join in. Going home alone, he feared that humanity had chosen to walk a calamitous road. In his efforts to defeat the Beast, Herakles had acquired the attributes of the Beast. That he emerged wearing the red pelt of the Beast for his only garment, that he emerged looking out at us now from within the fiercely tight-fitting lion-gape – that was evidence of defeat, not for the Beast, but for humanity. To defeat the Beast he had to regress to the Beast. In the way that a rat-trap snaps shut on the rat, all of his own phylogenetic ferocity, tripped from within, snapped shut on him, and so he continued for the whole of his life. And that wasn’t all. Well indeed did the old man know that no matter how finally and forever we will seem to have defeated him, the Beast will live again. Will live again if only in Herakles emerging, in humanity emerging.


Walking as I was among the mountains around Nemea, I told myself this story and I gave it the bias that I did because, for a long time now, the issue at stake had troubled me deeply.


Would I get away with it? I wondered.






But I could tell Death


I have loved you and so,


I am deeper than scythes;


I could even tell Christ,


Although I am all body,


All second-hand head,


I’m a Christian again


But I have opened my mind


I have opened my gates,


Long ago, to God’s horses.








I had grown up in a Christian world and that meant I would occasionally come upon a statue of Mary, the new and victorious Eve, standing on the head of the Serpent. The moral conviction that sponsors the piece couldn’t be more simple, and it is simply stated in the Book of Job: the hope of him, of Leviathan that is, is in vain. This would suggest that Blake was fooling himself. There can be and will be no marriage of heaven and hell. Seek accommodation with hell, with your own inner hell, and with faintly smiling malice it will engulf you.


So what was I to think?


Here among the mountains of Nemea what was I to think?


Were we to open the gates of Thebes, all seven of them, to the Sphinx?


Were we to open the gates of Nemea, all seven of them, to the Lion?


Would our civic hospitality to her utterly transform the Sphinx?


Would our civic hospitality to him utterly transform the Lion? 


Once within our city, would the Sphinx never so much as even dream of being back on her precipice, her mouth watering for further victims?


Once within our city, would the Lion simply lose his thirst for destruction? Would he never once raven? Would he never once shake our civilities out of his teeth, our of his claws? Would he never once put civilization at risk? Would he never once roar anarchically?


And yet, had I been there, I doubt if I’d have joined the people of Nemea in their jubilation.


Because of a hope that the hope of Leviathan is not in vain, because of a hope that there is nothing so far gone as to be beyond redemption, I couldn’t be happy with what Herakles had done.


Nor could I be happy with what Theseus had done.


Leaving his home in Troezen and walking north along the coast road towards Athens, where he would be king, Theseus either killed or slaughtered everything anarchaic that came his way. In this he was making the earth safe for human habitation, in this he was making the earth safe for civilization and culture. But no matter how long I reflected on it, I couldn’t convince myself that this was the best way to go about things.




Down the road from here was psychic topiary.


Down the road from here was the priest-king with his mirror.





And yet, there was in the Greek tradition something that terrified me. It was the story of Hippolytus. For me, though, the story mattered less than the name.


It happened at a time when whatever was possible in our nightminds was possible also in everyday actuality. It happened at a time when, standing in your door, you would see them, centaurs coming to your daughter’s wedding. It happened at a time when your mother could well be an Amazon, a tall and fierce warrior woman with one unsucked breast. It happened at a time when, in Crete, a queen was cow, a cow in cow-heat, to a bull. It happened at a time when, in answer to your question about who you were, your mother would lift her skirt and show you the track of a swan’s claw high up on her thigh.


Sired by Theseus his father on an Amazon, Hippolytus was heir to the throne at Troezen, a seaside city in the south-eastern Peloponnese. At a time when other young men knew they were men and wanted to be men, Hippolytus would go off alone to gather flowers and make coronals for Artemis, the divine mistress of wild animals and the hunt. Artemis was chaste, but not as a matter of course and not with an easy acceptance. As Actaeon discovered to his cost, she was fiercely chaste. It was with a wild, dangerous chastity that she was chaste. It was with a wild, dangerous virginity that she was a virgin. Hippolytus knew this and desiring her continued favour, desiring it as he desired nothing else, he never once contrived to be alone, in the palace or in the fields, with a girl of his own age. To hunt where Artemis hunted, to hunt in wild places, was joy and delight to him. He was, though, an heir apparent, an heir to a great royal lineage, and whenever he was challenged on this he would be disdainful towards Aphrodite, and once he slighted her. To an extent that was hard to comprehend, this was ill-judged, because now, her honour at stake, Aphrodite must surely seek to encompass his destruction. And she did. Foreseeing the consequences, she saw to it that Phaedra, his stepmother, would burn, would flame and burn with incestuous love for him. It was love that must never be spoken, yet must be spoken, it was a love that must never find repletion, yet must find repletion, else it would kill her. Continuing for months in this torment, and seeing no good outcome to it, she ailed and she pined. With much persistent and clever questioning, her nurse finally divined the cause and, in innocent hope of requital, she went to Hippolytus. In a rage that reddened into outrage, Hippolytus threw door after door open, threw open the doors of Phaedra’s chamber, and confronted her. Seeing how beyond all hope her passion was and seeking to redeem her honour, Phaedra cried out ‘Help! Help! Help! I am ravished! I am ravished! I am ravished!’ Within an hour she had hanged herself, leaving a letter of accusation for Theseus who had been absent a month from the palace but was due home within days. Within days Hippolytus was banished and seeing him go in his four-horse chariot, Theseus asked Poseidon, his father, to destroy him. As the young prince, in his own eyes blameless, was driving along the coast road, a bull, huge and white, erupted from the sea and panicked the horses into blind, uncontrollable flight. Crashed, again and again, against wayside rocks, the chariot was broken in pieces, Hippolytus became entangled in the reins, and was dragged to carnage.




 





That was the story.


The story of a young man, and he a huntsman, destroyed on the coast road between Troezen and Athens, destroyed we might say on the coast road between unconsciousness and consciousness.


And that more or less is what his name meant. His name was his destiny or his destiny was his name – Hippolytus, hippo lutos, destroyed by horses.


Unable or unwilling to submit to the diminishments of civil living, it was to these very horses, calling them God’s horses, that I had opened the seven gates, the seven Theban gates, of my mind.


Like the sorcerer’s apprentice, however, I was beginning to discover that it was altogether easier to let them in than it was to get them to leave. I thought of the man who invited the centaurs to his daughter’s wedding. The initial conviviality between reason and instinct didn’t last.


I was left with images: as though he was a snail in his shell, Mary crushing the head of the Serpent under her heel; that same Serpent, degenerated to a river eel, hung aloft in triumph by a boy of seven; Herakles, his humanity no longer so evident, emerging from his cavernous fight with the Lion; and Hippolytus, destroyed by instinctive eruption from his own unconscious, destroyed by the horses he didn’t let in.


The only hope I saw in all of this was that, unlike Herakles, Mary didn’t come to resemble the great Antagonist. She didn’t emerge looking like the Serpent she had defeated. But then, this was of little value, this hope, because who, knowing there was someone still in hell, could in good conscience cross into heaven?


No. However hard I tried, I couldn’t accept that the hope of Leviathan is in vain. I couldn’t accept that something of me is unredeemable. I couldn’t accept that something of me must suffer eternal exclusion.


Aeschylus had come to our door to tell us that the bowl of cock’s blood on our dresser had become a libation bowl.


In this he was surely telling us that our floor was redeemable, that our yard was redeemable, that the beach at Aulis was redeemable.


Was there any limit to what he was saying? Was he saying that the dinosaurs of the Natural History Museum were walking in a Panathenaic Procession too? Was he saying that where the children had gone, Diplodicus would one day go:






’Twas on a Holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean,


The children walking two and two, in red and blue and green,


Grey-headed beadles walk’d before, with wands as white as snow,


Till into the high dome of Paul’s they like Thames’ water flow.








In spite of so much about him which says it cannot be, the hope of Diplodicus is not in vain.


Even two hundred million years after he became extinct, the hope of him is not in vain.


That, having read the Oresteia, is what I believed Aeschylus was saying.


And I’d often imagine it:




Aeschylus knocking at the door of the Cretaceous


Aeschylus knocking at the door of the Jurassic


Aeschylus knocking at the door of the Triassic





Here, within hearing of the Nemean lion-roar, I imagined that there was no door that Aeschylus hadn’t knocked at. And the message he spoke at our door in North Kerry was the message he spoke at the door of the Devonian.




Our floor and the sea-floors of the Devonian


Our floor and the sea-floors of the Silurian


Our floor and the sea-floors of the Cambrian





And if, though extinct, the creatures of Cambrian sea-floors were as happy to hear what Aeschylus had to say as we were, then, even with Leviathan breathing down my neck, I could say it: the hope of the earth is not in vain.


More than anything else now, I wanted to go back and stand in the river at home. This was the river that had carried the four bad eggs out of our land. It was the river we fished for eels in. Herakles had killed the Lion. And Hydra. And Mary had crushed the Serpent. As a boy of seven, an Archangel Michael in my own eyes. I had taken on the eel and one day, in delighted triumph, I held him up, wriggling but dying, on a table fork. Standing again on that exact spot, I wanted to acknowledge that fifteen years down the road I saw things differently. I wanted to acknowledge that now I was happier to walk with Aeschylus carrying a libation bowl than with Herakles carrying a club.


For both city and psyche it was dangerous to keep the horses out, it was dangerous to let them in. The Labours of Theseus notwithstanding, the coast road between unconsciousness and consciousness might never be as safe as we would like it to be. Indeed, not long after he had cleared it of everything anarchic, Theseus himself set out along it again, this time to bring home his own destroyed son. But, in spite of that, and there being no guarantee that I wouldn’t be another Hippolytus, I was willing to drop the table fork back into its drawer. Knowing the risk, I was willing to let my nature happen to me.


That night, lying out in my sleeping-bag under the stars, I saw it. Without seeing anything, either by way of hallucination or ordinary seeing, I saw it. As Mary laid her heel on it, crushing the Serpent’s head, his tail grew into a new head, arrogant, and angry beyond anything I could ever have imagined.


With this I sank away inwardly into a void so anonymous that it frightened me. It frightened me in a way that witchcraft, physical and flayed, falling inwards across my threshold, wouldn’t or couldn’t frighten me.


There was a beyond of some kind, a beyond the normal reach or range of experience, and compared to it, despair for all its inert darkness was a bright cowslip in the Hill Meadow.


The experience lasted for only a moment, but that was too much, infinitely too much.


I was lying on ground where Herakles had shown himself a hero, but now I knew of a not-how-we-normally-are or of a not-where-we-normally-are and in it neither club nor libation bowl was of any avail.


What I couldn’t afterwards understand is how soon I recovered. But I was left with a question. A question I couldn’t formulate. Or maybe it was a question I didn’t want to formulate. It was as much as I could do to make room for the apprehension that the normal range would never again be so secure, that I could never again take it for granted.


That apprehension stayed with me all night but not so clamantly that I couldn’t think about other things.


Lying on it under the stars, I did somehow feel at home on this ethnic earth. It was ethnic to my mind. It was myth and metaphor and imagination to my mind. And I well remembered the day I started to journey towards it. It was the second term of my first year in St Michael’s in Listowel. That Christmas, turning my hand to everything and anything, I had worked as hard as I could on the farm. What I was trying to do was to so impress my parents that they would ask me to stay at home, but it didn’t work. I wasn’t yet fourteen, the age at which I could legally quit, and anyway there wouldn’t be much going on during the bad months ahead, so my mother thought it would be better if I stuck it out for three more months.
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