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            INTRODUCTION

            The Green Lacuna

            JACK FENNELL

         

         So, yes: it turns out that there is such a thing as Irish science fiction. In fact, if you look at the history of Irish storytelling, it becomes clear that Ireland has always been inclined that way.

         In the 11th-century Book of Invasions (Lebor Gabála Érenn) we can spot a number of images and characters that have become recurring tropes of present-day sci-fi. Lugh, the hero of the Tuatha Dé Danann, was the grandson of Balor of the Evil Eye, the chief villain of the Invasion Cycle – at least nine hundred years before Luke Skywalker learned who his real father was. Balor, meanwhile, was basically a mutant with laser-vision, and in what would later become a comic-book tradition, he acquired his power through a laboratory accident. Also featured in the Invasion Cycle is the warrior Nuada, who was provided with a substitute arm made out of silver after losing his own, thus becoming ‘Nuada Silver-Arm’, a Celtic proto-cyborg.

         Later, the immrama – early Christian fantastic-voyage epics – routinely included encounters with strange creatures that can be read as forerunners of modern sci-fi aliens and mutants. In ‘The Voyage of Maeldún’, collected in the twelfth-century Book of the Dun Cow (Lebor na hUidre) and the fourteenth-century Yellow Book of Lecan (Leabhar Buidhe Leacán), the titular hero and his crew come up against gigantic ants (resonating with Gordon Douglas’s 1954 shocker Them!), a carnivorous dog/pony hybrid, a beast with revolving skin and muscles, cannibalistic horse-monsters, blazing pigs and sapient birds. As the whole point of the immrama was to show the protagonists’ eventual submission to the will of God, none of these encounters is ever explained: the strangeness of them is the whole point.

         Another important precursor of modern science fiction was the nineteenth-century Gothic, and Ireland was home to one of the most celebrated varieties of Gothic literature. While the Ascendancy Gothic presented with all the mystery, secrecy, horror and tension seen in other Gothic traditions, it was Irish philosopher and statesman Edmund Burke who first linked these sensibilities with the ‘sublime’ – a profound feeling of awe that comes when one is confronted by something so powerful that it shatters pre-existing conceptions of reality. This made paradigm-shifting encounters with the Other, and the implication of cosmic scales of time and distance, central to one of the most popular literary genres being produced and read in Ireland. Elsewhere, Gothic tropes soon started to appear in ‘scientific romances’ in the style of Jules Verne and H.G. Wells, and out of this cross-fertilisation came the pulp sci-fi and weird fiction of the early twentieth century.

         Given our literary heritage, then, it’s no wonder we’re mad for science fiction, even though the very idea of it might seem a bit bizarre, and to some people, pointless. As I will argue below, plenty of established Irish literary genres (such as aisling poetry) intersect quite well with sci-fi, and could conceivably be read as proto-science fiction when it comes to the idea of seeing into the future. In spite of its compatibility, however, science fiction is often subject to oddly utilitarian gatekeeping.

         When I was putting my doctoral thesis on Irish science fiction together, one member of a progress review panel asked (to paraphrase), ‘So what? What’s the point of “recovering” this stuff? I mean, you might find an abandoned car in the middle of a field and spend ages restoring it, but why should anyone care?’ I hasten to add that this person is really sound; I don’t want to paint them as a villain here, but the fact remains that this is a question that would never be asked of a more ‘respectable’ genre. This idea that science fiction must justify its existence is derived from, and reinforces, an assumption of disposability that has led to the loss of an important part of Ireland’s literary history. At the time of writing, most Irish people would probably be hard-pressed to name an Irish sci-fi writer, or at a push, might tentatively point to the stranger works of Samuel Beckett or Flann O’Brien; the likelihood that they might know of any sci-fi works by women, or in Irish, is lower. Outside of science fiction fandom, genre-savvy readers might know one or two examples – though, tellingly, they will each mention two different titles. The history is fragmented, because the material was not thought to be worth preserving.

         There are two reasons why this material matters. First, the science fiction of the past gives us an insight into how our ancestors imagined their future: it tells us what they hoped for, what they were afraid of, and what they considered inevitable. Secondly, it allows us to look at the commonplace from a hypothetical remove: what, for example, would an alien make of a hurling match, a referendum, the St Patrick’s Day parade or a banking inquiry?

         This kind of extrapolation, I argue, has always been a part of the Irish imagination. This book contains fifteen samples, from 1837 to 1960, including short stories and excerpts from longer works; there are authors in here who were important literary figures in their day, along with writers who were unknown or wrote under pseudonyms. The one thing they all have in common is that the science-fictional material they created has been somewhat neglected.

         Until quite recently, science fiction was regarded as marginalia by Irish literary critics, if it was acknowledged at all. Dismissive rather than openly hostile, this lack of attention reflected a commonplace assumption that the genre was frivolous and not worthy of serious consideration. From this point of view, science fiction is an inherently ridiculous genre by virtue of the imagery it uses, and irrelevant by dint of its abstraction from the here and now.

         In this collection, you will find time-travelling nationalists, a sad dinosaur, educated apes, subatomic universes and a reanimator collecting the ‘brain gas’ of Europe’s intelligentsia, among other things. Taken at face value, such things are indeed absurd, but science fiction uses such images to ask deeper hypothetical questions that go to the core of who we are as human beings – questions that might not be as easy to articulate in other kinds of writing. What would happen if we learned that our world (read: existence; way of life) wasn’t unique? What if we could see ourselves as outsiders do? Given a choice, would we use our knowledge for noble or selfish ends? How far would we be willing to go in pursuit of what we assume to be the common good? Like Emily Dickinson, sci-fi tells the truth, but ‘tells it slant’. The only literal thing you will learn from these stories is that if you ever hear someone described as ‘the cleverest man/woman in all of Ireland’, that’s your cue to run away as fast as you can.

         The most frequently asked hypothetical question in this collection is: what if you could see the future? Several of the authors collected herein extrapolate different answers, some from a perspective of hope, or a need for reassurance, others with meditations upon free will and determinism. In Amelia Garland Mears’s story, visions of the future confirm that the moral arc of the universe bends towards justice, so that predestination vindicates those who have been victimised; Jane Barlow and Art Ó Riain, by contrast, see it as a Nietzschean ‘eternal return’ – horrifying to those unable or unwilling to submit to it.

         It is not difficult to perceive the baleful influence of Irish history in this fascination with prophecy: that history has been punctuated by war, starvation, economic hardship, dramatic reversals of fortune (for better and for worse), political corruption and miscarriages of justice. With all that in our past, it would be handy to know if more of the same is on the way. Ireland’s traumatic history subtly influences all of the stories collected here, but it looms particularly large over the pieces by Dorothy Macardle, Tarlach Ó hUid and Cathal Ó Sándair.

         The desire to see the future is so ingrained in Irish culture that prophecy has long been part of our literary tradition, most obviously in the form of aisling or ‘dream vision’ poetry. One pronounced feature of Irish folk-culture was a strong belief in literal dream interpretation, prophetic dreams and revelatory dreams, and this soothsaying tendency persisted for longer than one might guess. The twentieth-century Irish philosopher John W. Dunne, a known influence on the work of Flann O’Brien and J.R.R. Tolkien, formulated his theory of ‘serialism’ to explain a number of his own prophetic dreams: in his view, these were normal dreams occurring on the wrong nights, proving that time is not uni-directional, and that the human mind can travel through time more or less at will. In Irish science fiction, dream-endings are not the cop-out they are in other contexts: just because ‘it was all a dream’, that does not mean it isn’t going to happen, that it didn’t really happen, or that it isn’t happening right now in the world next door. Besides, dream-endings are no more of a narrative dodge than Star Trek’s use of the holodeck to tell stories that contradict the rules of the franchise’s setting. The issue of what is permitted in sci-fi, of course, speaks to how one defines it, and these questions are highlighted by the issue of gender.

         
             

         

         It was important to try to achieve a gender balance for this collection (insofar as a simple binary can still be considered ‘balanced’). As it happens, we ended up with six men and eight women (two of Clotilde Graves’s stories are collected here, because they are both strikingly odd, and I wasn’t willing to lose either one).

         One frustrating thing about looking for this kind of material is that historically, writing by women has been treated dismissively, if not with outright contempt. Reviewers and bibliographers of the nineteenth century tended to be rather inexact in their descriptions of genre fiction by women, meaning that a bona fide sci-fi story was as likely to be classed as a fairy tale or melodrama as it was to be called a ‘scientific romance’, with very few critics bothering to write synopses of the content. By the time Luxembourgish-American pulp publisher Hugo Gernsback invented the term ‘science fiction’ in the late 1920s, such material tended to be written by multi-tasking hacks who made their living from churning out men’s adventure stories; it was assumed that women and girls just weren’t interested. As was the case with literature generally in previous centuries, many women authors disguised their gender with masculine or neutral pseudonyms to be taken seriously – one of the most notable of these was Alice Sheldon, who won renown as a sci-fi writer under the name ‘James Tiptree Jr’.

         One explanation for the apparent gender imbalance in early science fiction writing emphasises the societal mores of the time. For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the genre was mostly concerned with exploration, warfare and invention – meaning tales of conquest and colonisation, future battles fought with devastating super-weapons, and clever feats of engineering rather than scientific abstraction. Obviously, women were excluded from the military and bureaucratic apparatuses of empire-building, discouraged from pursuing scientific education, and simply barred from many institutions where such education or training might be acquired. This, combined with the attitudes of the Irish literary establishment toward genre fiction, might lead one to the conclusion that Irish sci-fi by women ‘fell between two stools’. I laboured under that faulty conclusion for ages myself, until I turned over the ‘Gothic’ box, and dozens of mislabelled sci-fi stories came tumbling out.

         However, the operative word in science fiction is fiction, at the end of the day, and it’s reductive to conclude that women didn’t write this kind of thing because they were excluded from the real-world practices that informed it. For one thing, officers and bureaucrats frequently brought their families with them to the imperial frontier, and Europe was so permeated with imperialist ideology anyway that women who remained ‘at home’ were no less exposed to it; for another, this is a genre where manned vessels regularly break the speed of light, so fidelity to accepted science isn’t exactly a deal-breaker. Rather, science fiction is a genre where the fantastic-seeming accoutrements are stated or implied to have been accomplished in accordance with the scientific method, rather than the supernatural; how much ‘actual science’ goes into it after that is up to the author. Fans today acknowledge a division between ‘Hard SF’ and ‘Soft SF’, with the former being more crunchy and technical, and the latter more philosophical; there is nothing inherently ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ about either variety. In this collection, for example, L.T. Meade’s scientific detective story gestures toward Hard SF, while Æ (George William Russell) sketches out an entirely mystical account of the creation and renewal of the universe. If any ‘gendered’ difference can be discerned in the stories collected here, it seems that the women writers are more inclined to irony, occasionally verging into world-weary cynicism.

         Though the scientific method is centred as a key defining element, these stories are as ambiguous in their genre as an initialled pseudonym is in its gender. Wary of compromising their cultural identity, most of these authors seek some kind of compromise with pre-modern tradition: see Fitz-James O’Brien’s mad scientist consulting a ghost for advice on building a microscope, Frances Power Cobbe’s rather cynical attitude to the approaching ‘Age of Science’, and Charlotte McManus’s interesting blend of science and folk magic. Indeed, many of the stories gathered here could just as easily be classed as ‘weird’ fiction, the quasi-scientific, quasi-occult genre that emerged through the writings of H.P. Lovecraft, Algernon Blackwood and countless others. As with the dream-endings mentioned previously, this kind of indeterminacy is something that many science fiction fans and readers might baulk at, but I would argue that it is integral to understanding what Irish sci-fi is and how it works.

         
             

         

         The title of this collection comes from a sentence in Fitz-James O’Brien’s story: ‘It was, however, no brilliant void into which I looked.’ The paradoxical phrase ‘brilliant void’ calls to mind the night sky and outer space – a desolate hard vacuum that is nonetheless full of matter and starlight – which seems a nice metaphor for the whole subject of Irish science fiction. Ireland is not perceived as a place where sci-fi ‘happens’, but when you look deeper into the apparent void, you’ll find an entire cosmos waiting to be explored.

      

   


   
      
         

            The New Frankenstein

            WILLIAM MAGINN (1837)

         

         

         

         
            The first of our many Mad Scientists

reckons that he can improve upon

Doctor Frankenstein’s achievements by

fashioning a mind for the monster – thus

revealing that author William Maginn

had probably not read the original 1818

novel by Mary Shelley, in which the

reanimated creature proves to be both

intelligent and eloquent. In the absence

of any major connection to the book he’s

referring to, however, Maginn sutures

together a patchwork of allusions and

references to Dante Alighieri, William

Beckford, E.T.A. Hoffman, Alain-René

Lesage and several others in the

following abridged version of this story.

         

         

         

         AT THE LAZARETTO OF GENOA, by good fortune, I met with a German who was travelling to the Vatican, in search of Palimpsests. He was scarcely thirty, though he might have passed for ten years older, as is often observed to be the case with those who have devoted much of their time to intense study. His shoulders inclined forward, and his light, flaxen hair hung much below his travelling cap. In his eye there were a wildness, and a glassiness, that bespoke, if not alienation of mind, at least eccentricity.

         During our captivity in quarantine, we endeavoured to kill time by relating our several adventures; and, one evening, the German, having been called upon to continue our soirées, looked round for a while, as though he were waiting for the dictation of some familiar spirit – some monitor, like a second Socrates; and, with a voice not unlike a cracked instrument, without preface, in his own idiomatic language, which I will endeavour to translate, thus commenced:

         
             

         

         I came into the world on the same day as Hoffman’s celebrated cat Mürr – ay, not only on the same day, but the same hour of the day, if the obstetrix kept a good reckoning. Who does not remember Mürr – that back which outvied the enamel of the tortoise in the brilliancy and variety of its colours; that coat, finer than ermine; that voice, whose purr was more melodious than the whispered voice of lovers; and then, his eye, there was something in it not feline, nor human, nor divine? I will now let you into a secret … Mürr was strongly suspected of being more than a familiar – an emanation, an incarnation, of one to whom Hoffman, like Calcott, was so much indebted; it being to a certain dictation that he owed so many of his nocturnal and diabolical tales, and, among the rest, that marvel of his genius, the Pot of Gold. I wish to show you, gentlemen, what gave the bent and impulse to my genius, and how seemingly insignificant causes are the parents of the great events of our lives.

         At twelve years of age I was sent to the university of Leipsic, and at fifteen was thoroughly master of the dead languages; but my favourite author was Apuleius, the most romantic of all the ancient writers; and I had got almost by heart the first book of the Golden Ass, fully believing in all the wild traditions, the fantastic fables, and visions that it embodied. I thus early divided the life of man into two sets of sensation, but not of equal value in my eyes – a waking sleep, and a sleeping sleep; for it seemed to me that no one could dispute the superior advantages of the latter in perceiving the only world that is worth perceiving – the imaginary one. Natural philosophy was the great object of my pursuit; and it must be confessed that my tutor – for I had a private one, and seldom attended the public lectures – was admirably qualified to direct this branch of my studies. How he had acquired all his learning was a mystery; for he never read, and yet had hardly, to all appearance, passed his twenty-fifth year. Where he had been educated, or from what country he came, was equally unknown, for he spoke all languages with equal fluency. As Goethe says of the meerkats, ‘Even with those little people one would not wish to be alone.’

         Thus, he was a man in whose company I never felt quite at ease, and yet was attracted to him by a kind of resistless impetus. Though his features were good, his face was a continual mask; his eyes, dark and lustrous, had in them an extraordinary and supernatural power of inquisition. There was an expression in his countenance the most gloomy, a desolateness the most revolting; the depravity of human nature seemed to him a delight. He was never known to laugh but at what would have moved others to tears. Though he watched over me as if his own life depended on mine, there was hardly a drunken orgy, or a duel, its natural consequence (for you know such take place daily at our universities), that Starnstein – for that was his name – was not the exciting cause. You saw me look round just now. I often fancy him at my elbow; and thought, since I began talking of him, that he whispered in my ear.

         Being destined for a physician, I repaired, after taking my degree, to Paris, for the purpose of attending the anatomical school. There, however, the only dissections in which I took an interest were those of the brain, which opened to me a new world of speculations – one of which was that all our sentiments are nothing more than a subtle kind of mind, and that mind itself is only a modification of matter. I now set no bounds to the power of Mater Ia, and soon attributed to her all creation, being much assisted in coming to this conclusion by Buffon and Cuvier. Their researches, particularly those of the latter great naturalist, proved to my satisfaction that there was a period when this planet was inhabited by a nameless progeny of monstrous forms, engendered by a peculiar state of the atmosphere – a dense congregation of putrid vapours that brooded over chaos; that all this Megatherian and Saurian brood, those flying liquids, long as the ‘mast of some high admiral’, disappeared at the first ray of light, and gave place to a new and better order of existences; but as inferior to man, or the present race of the inhabitants of our globe, as man is to the ape – himself the original of our species.

         But I was the first to discern that chrystals are to be produced by the galvanic battery, and animal life from acids; to detect in paste, by means of the solar microscope, thousands of vermicular creatures, which could not have arisen from the accidental depositions of ova – this genus being, like that of eels, viviporous. I got some volcanic dust from Etna, which I pasted with muriatic acid, and after a time distinguished, though inaudible save with an ear trumpet – or thought I could distinguish – a hum, like that of fermentation. What was my delight to find that there was vitality in the mass – that these atoms daily grew in size! They were of the bug species; not unlike what the French call a punaise. Their kinds were two; the larger soon began to devour the smaller, till they were completely destroyed; and in their voracity the survivors preyed on each other; so that at last only one, the great conqueror, was left, and he, I speak it to my infinite regret, was crushed in handling – so crushed, that scarcely anything but slime, not of the most agreeable odour, was left upon my fingers. I had promised myself to present him to the Luxembourg, for its splendid entomological collection. He would have been a prize, indeed.

         I pass over several years of my life, and find myself, in the summer of 18–, at Manheim. It is a curious old town, but I shall not stop to describe it. There it was that I first met with a German translation of that very ingenious history of Frankenstein. Such was my predisposition to a belief in what might have seemed to others prodigious, that I read it without a question or suspicion of its being a fiction. The part, however, that most interested me was the creation; the scene that riveted me most, the creation scene. One night I had the passage open in my hand, when who should walk into the room, arm-in-arm, but my old tutor and that anatomical man – that identical phantasmagoric hero.

         Starnstein, after having posted him against the oak panelling, turned towards me with one of his old Sardonic grins, pointed to his protégé, and slipped off before I could have detained him, had I been so inclined, which, to tell you the truth, I was not. I had never seen him since I left college; but wished to renew his acquaintance, and sometimes doubt whether it was not his apparition. But not so the other. He was too palpable to view, and without any mistake. Thus he was standing in propriá persona – the human monster; the restored ruin; the living phantom; the creature without a name. I put my hand before my eyes more than once, to convince myself that it was only a vision such as a feverish imagination conjured up. No rattlesnake could have more fascinated its victim. Yes, there he stood in all his horrible disproportion. His back, as I said, was against the oak wainscot, and his face turned towards me.

         Everyone knows the effect produced at Guy’s Hospital on the medical students, when the corpse of a criminal, under the effect of a powerful galvanic battery, opened its eyes, made one step from the table against which he was placed, erect, and stiff, and fell among them. Such was the feeling I experienced, lest he should advance. Horrible sensations for a time came over me; there was a lurid glare on all the objects in the room; everything took, or seemed to take, the most fantastic forms, and to bear some mysterious relation to the strange being before me. But by degrees I became familiarised with his person, and at length thought I should not dislike his company; I therefore took up the lamp, and with measured and stealthy steps began to approach my visitor. But this rashness had nearly proved fatal, for that which had given him life had well-nigh caused my death: so powerful was the galvanism with which he had been charged, that the shock struck me to the ground like a forked flash of lightning.

         How long I lay I know not; but, on recovering, had learned sufficient prudence to keep a respectful distance from my uninvited guest. There he was in the self-same state. I now examined him steadily; but, instead of his being gifted with the faculties assigned to him by the fair authoress, I found he had only a talismanic existence – he was a mere automaton, a machine, a plant without the faculty of motion. His eyes – those yellow eyes so graphically depicted – rolled pendulously in their sunken sockets with a clicking sound not unlike that of a clock; there was a mechanical trepidation of all his fibres, and his whole frame had a convulsive motion, whilst his head moved from left to right and right to left, like that of a Chinese mandarin. As I gazed and gazed on the image before me, I pitied him, and said to myself, I will be a new Frankenstein, and a greater. Frankenstein has left his work imperfect; he has resuscitated a corpse: I will give him a mind.

         
             

         

         A mind; yes, with a frantic joy I shouted, till the room re-echoed in loud vibrations, ‘I will create a mind for you, and such a mind as man, till now, never possessed!’ But, how to begin? Such an undertaking, till within the last twenty years, would have seemed preposterous and absurd. But, what were all the physicians and metaphysicians of old compared to the philosophers of the new school? There are only two sciences worth cultivating – phrenology and animal magnetism – and it was by their means that I hoped to accomplish the great arcanum.

         All who know anything of craniology must be aware that genius depends on organisation, and organisation only – on the elevation and depression of certain gasses in the cerebrum. The cerebellum is another affair. With toil of mind that strengthens with its own fatigue, I made a discovery which, alone, in any other planet, would have immortalised me. I found out what neither Gall nor Spurzheim ever dreamed of; I learned intuitively, or, rather, by that sense which I need not name animal magnetism. I perceived, I say, that every one of those compartments, as laid down in the most approved charts of the head, contains a certain gas, though it has, like the nervous fluid circulating in that curious network of the frame, hitherto escaped analysis or detection. To this gas I have given the appellation of the ‘cerebral afflatus’, and now felt satisfied that the protuberances of the cranium, called ‘brains’, are derived from the action of this mental air pent up in its cells. Newton, when the laws of gravitation flashed upon his mind by the apple hitting the boss of mathematics, never experienced the proud gratification this sublime discovery gave me.

         Ulysses, as all know, carried about with him the winds in bladders – a contrivance clever enough before the invention of glass; and the Usula of Don Cleophas bottled the lame devil Asmodeus. These hints were not lost upon me. I set, therefore, my mechanical genius to work, and fabricated a number of tubes, composed of a mixture of diverse metals, such as went to the formation of Perkins’s Tractors.

         These tubes had, at one end, tunnels; and to the other I attached phials, in the shape of balls communicating with them, and so contrived as to open and shut by means of screws, or vices, so that the fluid of which I was in search, once risen to the top, might be there imprisoned, and, once hermetically closed, could only escape at my option. These tubes were all of one size; but not so the globes, which I blew of a vast thickness, lest it should happen that the expansion of the confined air might endanger the security of my retorts, which, like steam-engines, did not admit of safety-valves.

         Thus admirably provided, I locked up my treasure, as carefully as a miser does his gold, and issued, like a new Captain Cook, on a voyage of discovery much more interesting and important than the great navigator’s.

         
             

         

         The author of Faust was then at Weimar. Easily accessible to a man of genius like myself, and ignorant of my motives (which, if he had known, his familiar would doubtless have befriended me), Goethe was easily persuaded to submit himself to my manipulation. No patient I ever had was easier brought en rapport. From him it was that I sought to extract Imagination; and I reconciled myself to the theft, knowing that, however much I might appropriate to myself for the use of my protégé, Goethe might well spare it. Nor would it be long missed, considering that the working of his fertile brain would soon generate fresh gas to supply the vacuum. So abundant was the stream, or steam, that flowed from my fingers’ ends, and thence conducted by my thumb into the tube, that my largest globe was, at the first sitting, almost filled to explosion, and as soon inescapably sealed.

         Delighted with the success of my first experiment, I now deliberated which of my compatriots I should next put in requisition. Unhappily, Kant (that mighty mystic!) was gone to the land of shadows; but he had bequeathed his spirit to a worthy disciple, who, to the uninitiated, lectures in an unknown tongue.

         Transcendentalism, owing to the habitude of my own organs, has always been to me a wonder and a mystery, but I was determined that it should not be so to my adopted son. The gaseous effluvium which I drew from the professor was of so extra-subtle and super-volatile a nature, that it was long before I could satisfy myself that I had obtained a quantum sufficit in ullo vehiculo, as the physicians say; but, by dint of pressure with my finger-pump, in a happy moment I heard a slight crackling, like that of confined air in a bottle of champagne. I would have given worlds for half an hour with Swedenborg, or Madame Grizon. As I could not resuscitate the dead, I passed in review the living, and bethought me of one who had, as they, a religion of his own. He was [here the narrator turned to me] a compatriot of yours.

         Imperfect, indeed, would the accumulated fog of my phenomenon have been without this great essential; and, therefore, I crossed the Alps, and found Shelley at the baths of Lucca. The great poet’s animal magnetic sensibility is well known, and it had been, if possible, increased by a late visit to the Prato Fiorito, where he had fainted with the excess of sweetness of the jonquils that carpet that enamelled mead. He was, at that moment, full of the conception of his Ode to Intellectual Beauty; and I extracted enough of that particular sort of devotion to form a recipe for my ideal citizen.

         Passing through Bologna on my return, I tapped the Bibliotecario Mezzofanti for three hundred and sixty-five languages; which, strange to say, he had acquired without stirring out of his own library.

         Travelling night and day, behold me now, as ‘I stood tiptoe upon a little hill.’

         That little hill was Primrose Hill. I for a moment looked down on the mighty Babylon beneath me, and listened to the hum of the ‘million-peopled city vast’, itself hidden in a dense fog. Out of all the multitude, there was only one whom I sought: the eminent Coleridge. I found him at no great distance, in his own rural retreats of Highgate, and at that time taking ‘his ease in his inn’. No man was more accessible. Talking was not the amusement, but the occupation of his life; and it must be confessed that he was an adept in the art, as should naturally have been a person whose tongue was employed for eighteen hours out of the twenty-four. For the first five of our interview, the clack of a water-mill, the wheels of a steamboat, the waves on a sea-shore, were poor comparisons to express the volubility of his organ. That coma, or trance, somnambulism, into which I had hoped to throw him, was transferred from the operated on to the operator. I called to mind the celebrated epigram:

         
            
               ‘Safe from the syren’s tuneful air

               The sage Ulysses fled;

               But had that man of prose been there,

               He would have talked him dead.’

            

         

         The mighty stream, ‘without o’erflowing, full’, rolled on, and carried all before it – even the floodgates of reason. He was the despair of the animal magnetist, and I almost began to doubt the efficacy, not of the system, but of my own powers, when he filled from a quart bottle a bumper of his favourite beverage, black-drop; and during its opiate influence I felt a vibration of the tube, like the string of a harp in concert-pitch, thrill through every fibre of my frame, to its utmost ramifications. ‘Io triumphe!’ The victory was complete.

         
             

         

         And now, behold me back to Manheim. No miser, gloating over his stores – no devotee, the possessor of some relic of her patron saint, not even Psyche herself, with her precious casket, felt half the raptures I enjoyed as I turned the key of my laboratory.

         I found my homuncio (which means, I believe, a great ugly fellow, though not such did he seem to me) posted exactly where I had left him, with the same mechanical clicking of the eyes, the same oscillation of the frame. And now for my reward.

         One by one did I carefully unvalve my phials, and apply the contents to the portals of the brain – the porticoes of my innominato, as the man-fiend is called in the Promessi Sposi. Scarcely had I discharged through the olfactory nerves the subtle fluids, when I perceived a strange confusion ensue, and it was easy to perceive that the late arrivals were dissatisfied with their new lodging, finding, doubtless, the apartments not to their taste. I was immediately reminded of Casti’s Caso di Coscunza, in which the spirits of the hero and heroine – a priest and his housekeeper, removed simultaneously from the world – being called back by the prayers of the good peasants of Estramadura to reanimate their clay, by mistake enter the wrong bodies; so that the don finds himself no man, and the donna no woman. Thus happened it, I should conjecture, with some of the newly imported and imprisoned spirits in my innominato’s cranium. It was long before quiet was established in that ‘dome of thought’, and I waited, in an agony of impatience, to see the effect of my operation.

         Motionless as the sculptor, or almost turned to stone as one who had seen Medusa, I stood, all eyes and ears intently fixed on my phenomenon. I saw the glassy and unmeaning glare of his eyes give place to the fire of intelligence; the jaundiced hue of his cheek disappear, like the grey of the morning at the uprising of the sun; and, as his lungs became inflated, I could distinctly hear the a, w – those sounds so expressive of inspiration and expiration – at measured intervals repeated. I now expected that his first impulse would be to fall down and worship me. But, far from this, what was my vexation and disappointment to mark the look of unutterable scorn and hate with which he regarded me.

         I think I now hear the floor ringing with his heavy tread, as he paced it backwards and forwards to give circulation to his blood, or as though waiting for the chaos of his thoughts to be reduced to form, ere he attempted to give them utterance. At length, he found that distinguishing characteristic of man above all other animals – speech. His voice was hollow, hoarse, and unmodulated, resembling most a pair of asthmatic bellows, or a cracked bassoon, rather than aught human. At first, his utterance, like that of a newborn babe, consisted of inarticulate sounds; but, after running up and down the gamut of the vowels, he put together a variety of words, as by way of practice, and with a slow and laboured delivery, and a sort of telegraphic gestures, commenced a harangue.

         It was composed of all languages, which he called into requisition to express more fully his meaning, or no meaning. I have said, that his delivery was at first slow and difficult, but as he proceeded his facility of pronunciation, his volubility, increased. From a fountain, a rivulet, a river, he poured forth at last a torrent of eloquence, which it was impossible to stop, or almost to make intelligible in words. His merciless imagination flew with the speed of thought from subject to subject, from topic to topic, in a perpetual flux and reflux. It was a labyrinth inextricable – an ill-linked chain of sentences the most involved, parentheses within parentheses, a complication of images and figures the most outré. In short, imagine to yourselves the mysticism of Kant, the transcendental philosophy of Coleridge, the metaphysics of Shelley and Goethe, the poetry of Lycophron, mingled and massed together in one jargon, compounded of Greek, Latin, Italian, French, Spanish, German, and English, not to mention tongues known and unknown, and you may form some idea of his style; but of his barbarous pronunciation I can give you none.

         I now perceived, to my infinite sorrow, that I had done infinite mischief by this Phrengenesis. Its very creation weighed upon me like remorse upon the guilty. I had now the means of knowing that he had nothing to know, yet knew nothing.

         
             

         

         Thus it was that I found out the Theosophs were right in separating entirely the mind from the soul, in considering them diametrically opposite relations – as different principles, as the physic and the phrenic. And I became satisfied that my paradox had no soul. What was to be done now? Should I leave the work imperfect, or endeavour to create one? Was it impious? I scarcely dared put the question. Was there any tradition on the earth, below the earth, or above the earth, of the Psycogenesis? The more I reflected, the more was I lost and confounded. In the lowest depths there was yet a lower depth of mystery.

         Imagine yourself to have lost your way, benighted amid some inhospitable desert, some savage range of Alpine solitudes – far from a path, as you suppose, or the abode of man – and when you are about to lay yourself down and die, in your despair, hear all at once the bark of a house-dog, and see the light streaming from the window of a cottage; and, when you enter, find a cheerful fire blazing in the hearth, and a young girl, beautiful as the houris, who welcomes you with a voice tremulous with delight, and presents to your parched lips an exquisite and life-giving cordial.

         Thus was it with me, when a scroll of vellum slowly unrolled itself. It was a palimpsest. The writing – the work of some falsely pious monk – that supplied the place of the original MSS, gradually became obliterated, and shewed beneath some characters, dim and indistinct, in a language long lost. It had been one of the hermetic books escaped from the burning of the Alexandrian Library, and once belonged to that of Ragusa, the last temple of the Greek and Roman muses. Oh, the marvellous power of somnambulism, that imparts wisdom to brutes, and furnishes a clue to all sciences and tongues! It was by its mysterious power that my eyes were opened, that I could decipher in the pictured language, above the rest, these words, Thebes Adamite King. Then came a sarcophagus, in which was traced in blood the mystical triangle, enclosed within a circle, the sacred emblem and diagram of the Magi and Brahmans.

         Yes, said I, it was in Osiris that the Egyptians supposed to reside all living beings, the genii and the souls of men. To Egypt, then, there to unravel the mystery!

         
             

         

         With my double, my second self, behold me journeying to Alexandria. We ascended the sacred stream of the Nile, and found ourselves among the ruins of ancient Thebes. At the further extremity of the tomb, I discovered, hollowed out of the rock, a subterranean passage, that seemed to descend into the very bowels of the earth. With a delight unutterable, I led the way down the perpendicular stairs, till we came to a lofty door, the entrance to the Necropolis. On each side of this door crouched two colossal sphynxes, as though they were the guardians of the place.

         No human foot had for three thousand years profaned the sanctity of that City of the Dead, into which our venturous steps were treading.

         The winding passage widened as we advanced, when, on a sudden, a light burst on my eyes that dimmed the glare of our torches. It proceeded from myriads of Naphtha lamps, held by gigantic figures, part-man part-beast, in combinations strange as that of the snake-man in the Inferno, in whom it was impossible to distinguish where the man began, and the reptile ended.

         With an indefinable terror, that even stilled the eternal babble of my Caliban, we continued to pace those Hades, popular with the dead; and as the azure light flickered and quivered, like serpents’ tongues, from the lamps of the colossi, my imagination gifted the vapours with shapes all differing from each other, floating light as the atoms in the sunbeams along the walls, even to the lofty roof.

         And now, afar off, murmurs were heard. Was it the many voices of the dead? It became more distinct. ’Twas the Nile rushing above our heads, swollen with the Abyssinian rains. Still we passed on, till its echoes died away in distant music among the catacombs.

         Should we sink to rest among these labyrinthian cells, stifled in that dust of centuries, which rose from our feet in volumes – such were some of the reflections that began to suggest themselves, when I was attracted by an illumination, rendered more brilliant than the rest by the impenetrable depth of pitchy darkness of a cavern at its back. This galaxy of light proceeded from lamps held by twelve figures of the natural size, so admirable as a work of art, that they might have been supposed from the chisel of Phydias or Praxiteles. Was this the sarcophagus of the mysterious scroll? Did it contain the sacred emblems? My heart beat audibly with hope. I approached, and leaned over the shoulder of one of the bearers. Yes! It was there – the sacred diagram! That most perfect of figures enclosed in its mystic circle, as I had seen it in my trance!

         And now for the great arcanum! With hands trembling at the sacrilege I was about to commit, I proceeded to lift off the lid of the sarcophagus. It slowly yielded, lost its equilibrium, and fell with a heavy crash on the floor. The sound was like that of thunder, and vibrated through the pitchy cavern in long echoes, which, from their repetition, proved it to be of vast extent – perhaps the hades of the Egyptians.

         There lay the undecaying corpse of the Adamite king. Like to life he was – the hues of life were yet upon his cheek-his eyes were open, and glared on me with more than mortal lustre; and, lit by that reflection, made more wan his lips, that moved and quivered, as though he was only waiting for me to address him, ere he replied in answer to my questions.

         At that awful moment, the whole Necropolis rocked and shook, as though rent by an earthquake; and there arose on all sides, out of the ground, a multitude of hideous fiends, vibrating in their hands torches, from which the ruddy fire flew off in flakes. They came in crowds that seemed to thicken as they approached, and joining in one chorus. The words were these:

         ‘Papai Satan, Papai Satan, Aleppe!’

         At that moment all the tombs opened with one accord, and the dead that had slept for ages rose slowly out of them in their shrouds, pressing forward in throngs from the depths of the streets that branched out on every side. They advanced as to a festival; and the light from their eyes was like that of a distant world, whose ashes are burning after it is extinct.

         As they came near, I felt a sort of numbing iciness emanate from their bodies, the poisonous effluvia of the grave, penetrating to my marrow like a thousand points of steel. Yet did my heart beat wildly, panting to respire the atmosphere of life, struggling between life and death, suffocated amid that dust of millennia, the flame of torches, the damp of the catacombs. And imagine to yourself, added to all this, the daemons of the night howling, roaring in my stunned ears all one chorus-those discordant and mysterious words of invocation:

         ‘Papai Satan, Papai Satan, Aleppe!’

         Then, too, the earth seemed to open beneath my feet, and a red spiral flame issued forth, which by degrees assumed a form, a shape. It was, yet it was not, my old tutor. Then I awoke, and found it was – A DREAM.
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