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Later in the same fields


He stood at night when eels


Moved through the grass like hatched fears


—SEAMUS HEANEY
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The Eel


This is how the birth of the eel comes about: it takes place in a region of the northwest Atlantic Ocean called the Sargasso Sea, a place that is in every respect suitable for the creation of eels. The Sargasso Sea is actually less a clearly defined body of water than a sea within a sea. Where it starts and where it ends is difficult to determine, since it eludes the usual measures of the world. It’s located slightly northeast of Cuba and the Bahamas, east of the North American coast, but it is also a place in flux. The Sargasso Sea is like a dream: you can rarely pinpoint the moment you enter or exit; all you know is that you’ve been there.


This impermanence is a result of the Sargasso’s being a sea without land borders; it is bounded instead by four mighty ocean currents. In the west by the life-giving Gulf Stream; in the north by its extension, the North Atlantic Drift; in the east by the Canary Current; and in the south by the North Equatorial Current. Two million square miles in size, the Sargasso Sea swirls like a slow, warm eddy inside this closed circle of currents. What gets in doesn’t always have an easy time getting out.


The water is deep blue and clear, in places very nearly 23,000 feet deep, and the surface is carpeted with vast fields of sticky brown algae called Sargassum, which give the sea its name. Drifts of seaweed many thousands of feet across blanket the surface, providing nourishment and shelter for myriad creatures: tiny invertebrates, fish and jellyfish, turtles, shrimp, and crabs. Farther down in the deep, other kinds of seaweed and plants thrive. Life teems in the dark, like a nocturnal forest.


This is where the European eel, Anguilla anguilla, is born. This is where mature eels breed in the spring and their eggs are laid and fertilized. Here, safe in the darkness of the depths, small larva-like creatures with disturbingly tiny heads and poorly developed eyes spring to life. They’re called leptocephalus larvae and have a body like a willow leaf, flat and virtually transparent, only a few millimeters long. This is the first stage of the eel’s life cycle.


The gossamer willow leaves immediately set off on their journey. Swept up by the Gulf Stream, they drift thousands of miles across the Atlantic toward the coasts of Europe. It’s a journey that can take as long as three years; during this time, each larva slowly grows, millimeter by millimeter, like a gradually inflating balloon, and when at last it reaches Europe, it undergoes its first metamorphosis, transforming into a glass eel. This is the second stage of the eel’s life cycle.


Glass eels are, much like their willow leaf former selves, almost entirely transparent, two to three inches in length, elongated and slithery, transparent, as though neither color nor sin has yet to take root in their bodies. They look, in the words of the marine biologist Rachel Carson, like “thin glass rods, shorter than a finger.” Frail and seemingly defenseless, they are considered a delicacy by, among other people, the Basques.


When a glass eel reaches the coasts of Europe, it will usually travel up a brook or river, adapting almost instantly to a freshwater existence. This is where it undergoes yet another metamorphosis, turning into a yellow eel. Its body grows serpentine and muscular. Its eyes remain relatively small, with a distinctive dark center. Its jaw becomes wide and powerful. Its gills are small and almost completely concealed. Thin, soft fins stretch along the entirety of its back and belly. Its skin finally develops pigment, coloring it shades of brown, yellow, and gray, and it becomes covered in scales so tiny they can be neither seen nor felt, like an imaginary armor. If the glass eel is tender and fragile, the yellow eel is strong and sturdy. This is the third stage of the eel’s life cycle.


The yellow eel is able to move through the shallowest, most overgrown waters as well as the swiftest currents. It can swim through murky lakes and up tranquil streams, up wild rivers and through lukewarm ponds. When needed, it can pass through swamps and ditches. It doesn’t let circumstance stand in its way, and when all aquatic possibilities have been exhausted, it can take to dry land, slithering through moist brush and grass in pushes toward new waters that can last for hours. The eel is, thus, a fish that transcends the piscine condition. Perhaps it doesn’t even realize it is a fish.


It can migrate thousands of miles, unflagging and undaunted, before it suddenly decides it’s found a home. It doesn’t require much of this home; the environs are something to adapt to, to endure and get to know—a muddy stream or lake bed, preferably with some rocks and hollows to hide in, and enough food. Once it has found its home, it stays there, year after year, and normally wanders within a radius of only a few hundred yards. If relocated by external forces, it will invariably return as quickly as it can to its chosen abode. Eels caught by researchers, tagged with radio transmitters, and released many miles from their point of capture have been known to return to where they were first found within a week or two. No one knows exactly how they find their way.


The yellow eel is a solitary creature. It usually lives out the active phase of its life alone, letting the passing seasons dictate its activities. When the temperature drops, it can lie motionless in the mud for long periods, utterly passive, and at times entangled with other eels like a messy ball of yarn.


It is a nocturnal hunter. At dusk, it emerges from the sediment and starts looking for food, eating whatever it can find. Worms, larvae, frogs, snails, insects, crayfish, fish, as well as mice and baby birds when given the chance. It is not above scavenging.


In this way, the eel lives out the greater part of its life in a brownish-yellow guise, alternating between activity and hibernation. Seemingly lacking any sense of purpose, other than in its daily search for food and shelter. As though life was first and foremost about waiting and its meaning found in the gaps or in an abstract future that can’t be brought about by any means other than patience.


And it’s a long life. An eel that successfully avoids illness and calamity can live for up to fifty years in one place. There are Swedish eels who have made it past eighty in captivity. Myths and legends tell of eels living to a hundred or more. When an eel is denied a way to achieve its main purpose in life—procreation—it seems able to live forever. As though it could wait until the end of time.


But at some point in its life, usually after fifteen to thirty years, a wild eel will suddenly decide to reproduce. What triggers this decision, we may never know, but once it has been made, the eel’s tranquil existence ends abruptly and its life takes on a different character. It starts making its way back to the sea while simultaneously undergoing its final metamorphosis. The drab and indeterminate yellowish-brown of its skin disappears, its coloring grows clearer and more distinct, its back turns black and its sides silver, marked with stripes, as though its entire body changes to reflect its newfound determination. The yellow eel becomes a silver eel. This is the fourth stage of the eel’s life cycle.


When autumn rolls out its protective darkness, the silver eels wander back out into the Atlantic and set off toward the Sargasso Sea. And as though through deliberate choice, the eel’s body adapts to the conditions of the journey. Only now do its reproductive organs develop; its fins grow longer and more powerful to help propel it; its eyes grow larger and turn blue to help it see better in the depths of the ocean; its digestive system shuts down; its stomach dissolves—from now on, all the energy it needs will be taken from existing fat reserves—its body fills with roe or milt. No external interference can distract the eel from its goal.


It swims as much as thirty miles a day, sometimes as deep as three thousand feet below the surface; we still know very little about this journey. It may make the trip in six months or it may stop for winter. It has been shown that a silver eel in captivity can live for up to four years without any nourishment at all.


It’s a long, ascetic journey, undertaken with an existential resolve that cannot be explained. But once an eel reaches the Sargasso Sea, it has, once again, found its way home. Under swirling blankets of seaweed, its eggs are fertilized. And with that, the eel is done, its story complete, and it dies.
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By the Stream


My father taught me to fish for eel in the stream bordering the fields of his childhood home. We drove down at dusk in August, taking a left off the main road to cross the stream and turning onto a small road that was little more than a tractor path in the dirt winding down a steep slope and then moving parallel with the water. On our left were the fields, the golden wheat brushing against the side of our car; on our right, the quietly hissing grass. Beyond it, the water, around twenty feet wide, a tranquil stream meandering through the greenery like a silver chain glinting in the last slanted rays of the setting sun.


We drove slowly along the rapids, where the stream rushed in a startled fashion between the rocks and past the twisted old willow tree. I was seven years old and had already gone down this same road many times before. When the tracks ended in a wall of impenetrable vegetation, Dad turned off the engine and everything went dark and still, aside from the murmur of the stream. We were both wearing wellies and greasy vinyl waders, mine yellow and his orange, and we took two black buckets full of fishing gear, a flashlight, and a jar of worms from the trunk and set off.


Along the bank of the stream, the grass was wet and impenetrable and taller than me. Dad took the lead, forging a path; the vegetation closed like an arch above me as I followed. Bats flitted back and forth above the stream, silent, like black punctuation marks against the sky.


After forty yards, Dad stopped and looked around. “This’ll do,” he said.


The bank was steep and muddy. If you missed your step, you ran the risk of falling over and sliding straight into the water. Twilight was already falling.


Dad held the grass back with one hand and carefully walked down on a diagonal, then turned around and held his other hand out to me. I took it and followed with the same practiced caution. Down by the water’s edge, we trampled out a small ledge and set down our buckets.


I imitated Dad, who was mutely inspecting the water, following his eyes, imagining I saw what he saw. There was, of course, no way of knowing whether this was a good spot. The water was dark, and here and there stands of reeds stuck out of it, waving menacingly, but everything below the surface was hidden from us. We had no way of knowing, but we chose to have faith as from time to time a person must. Fishing is often about exactly that.


“Yes, this’ll do,” Dad repeated, turning to me; I pulled a spiller from the bucket and handed it to him. He pushed the stake into the ground and quickly gathered up the line, picked up the hook, and gingerly pulled a fat worm out of the jar. He bit his lip and studied the worm in the flashlight; after putting it on the hook, he held it up to his face and pretended to spit on it for luck, always twice, before throwing it into the water with a sweeping motion. He bent down and touched the line, making sure it was taut and hadn’t traveled too far in the current. Then he straightened back up and said “All right,” and we climbed back up the bank.


What we called spillers were really something else, I suppose. The word spiller usually denotes a long fishing line with many hooks and sinkers. Our version was more primitive. Dad made them by sharpening one end of a piece of wood with an ax. Then he cut a length of thick nylon line, about fifteen feet, and tied one end to the wooden stake. He made the sinkers by pouring melted lead into a steel pipe and letting it set before cutting the pipe into short pieces that he would then drill a hole through. The sinker was placed about a hand’s length from the end of the line and the fairly sizable single hook right fastened at the end. The stake was hammered into the ground, the hook with the worm rested on the streambed.


We would bring ten or twelve spillers, which we’d bait and throw in, one after the other, approximately thirty feet apart. Up and down the steep bank, the same laborious procedure each time and the same well-rehearsed hand-holding, the same gestures and the same spitting for luck.


When the last spiller had been set up, we went back the same way, up and down the bank, checking each one again. Carefully testing each line to make sure there hadn’t been a bite already and then standing around for a minute in silence, letting our instinct convince us that this was good, that something would happen here if we just gave it some time. By the time we’d checked the last one, it would be completely dark—the silent bats visible now only when they swooped through the shaft of moonlight—and we climbed up the bank one final time, walked back to the car, and drove home.


I CAN’T RECALL US EVER TALKING ABOUT ANYTHING OTHER THAN eels and how to best catch them, down there by the stream. I can’t remember us speaking at all.


Maybe because we never did. Because we were in a place where the need for talking was limited, a place whose nature was best enjoyed in silence. The reflected moonlight, the hissing grass, the shadows of the trees, the monotonous rushing of the stream, and the bats like hovering asterisks above it all. You had to be quiet to make yourself part of the whole.


It could, of course, also be because I remember everything wrong. Because memory is an unreliable thing that picks and chooses what to keep. When we look for a scene from the past, it is by no means certain that we end up recalling the most important or the most relevant; rather, we remember what fits into the preconceived image that we have. Our memory paints a tableau in which the various details inevitably complement one another. Memory doesn’t allow colors that clash with the background. So let’s just say we were silent. In any case, I don’t know what we might have talked about if we did.


We lived just a mile or two from the stream; when we got home late at night, we would pull off our wellies and waders on the front steps, and I would go straight to bed. I’d fall asleep quickly, and just after five in the morning, Dad would wake me up again. He didn’t need to say much. I got out of bed straight away, and we were in the car a few minutes later.


Down by the stream, the sun was rising. Dawn colored the lower edge of the sky a deep orange, and the water seemed to rush by with a different sound, clearer, brighter, as though it had just woken up from a deep sleep. Other sounds could be heard all around us. A blackbird warbling, a mallard entering the water with a clumsy splash. A heron flying silently over the stream, peering down with its large beak like a raised dagger.


We walked through the damp grass and stomped our way sideways down the bank to the first spiller. Dad waited for me, and together we studied the taut line, looking for signs of activity under the surface. Dad bent down and put his hand to the nylon. Then he straightened back up and shook his head. He pulled the line in and held up the hook for me to see. The worm was gone, probably stolen by crafty roaches.


We moved on to the next spiller, which was also empty. As was the third. Approaching the fourth one, however, we could see the line had been dragged into a stand of reeds; when Dad pulled on it, it was stuck. He muttered something inaudible. Grabbed the line with both hands and tugged a bit harder, to no avail. The current might have carried the hook and sinker into the reeds. But it might also have been that an eel had swallowed the hook and gotten itself and the line caught up in the plant stalks and was now lying there, biding its time. If you held the line taut in your hand, you could sometimes feel tiny movements, as though whatever was stuck below the surface on the other end was bracing itself.


Dad coaxed and pulled, bit his lip and cursed helplessly. He knew there were only two ways out of this situation and that both had its losers. Either he managed to dislodge the eel and pull it up, or he could cut the line and leave the eel where it was, tangled in the reeds with the hook and heavy sinker like a ball and chain.


This time, there seemed to be no other option. Dad took a few steps to the side, trying a different angle, pulling so hard the nylon stretched like a violin string. Nothing worked.


“Nope, no luck,” he said at length and tugged as hard as he could, breaking the line in two with a loud snap.


“Let’s hope it makes it,” he said, and we moved on, climbing up and down the bank.


At the fifth spiller, Dad bent down and tentatively touched the line. Then he straightened up and stepped aside. “You want to take this one?” he said.


I grabbed the line and pulled on it gently and could immediately feel the strength that answered back. The same force that Dad had felt with just his fingertips. I had time to realize that the feeling was familiar, then I pulled a bit harder and the fish began to move. “It’s an eel,” I said out loud.


An eel never tries to rush, as a pike might; it prefers slithering sideways, which creates a kind of undulating resistance. It’s surprisingly strong for its size and a good swimmer, despite its tiny fins.


I reeled it in as slowly as I could, without letting the line slacken, as though savoring the moment. But it was a short line, and there were no reeds for this eel to hide in; before long, I pulled it out of the water and saw its shiny yellowish-brown body twisting in the early-morning light. I tried to grab it behind its head, but it was virtually impossible to hold. It wrapped itself around my arm like a snake, up past my elbow; I could feel its strength like a static force more than movement. If I dropped it now, it would escape through the grass and back into the water before I could get a secure hold.


In the end, we got the hook out and Dad filled the bucket with water from the stream. I slipped the eel in, and it immediately started swimming around and around the inside; Dad put his hand on my shoulder, said it was a beauty. We moved on to the next spiller, stepping lightly up the bank. And I got to carry the bucket.
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Aristotle and the Eel Born of Mud


There are circumstances that force us to choose what to believe. The eel is one such circumstance. If we choose to believe Aristotle, all eels are born out of mud. They simply appear, as though out of thin air, in the sediments at the bottom of the sea. In other words, they’re not created by other eels reproducing, by the union of reproductive organs and the fertilization of an egg.


Most fish, Aristotle wrote in the fourth century BCE, do, of course, lay eggs and breed. But the eel, he explained, is an exception. It is neither female nor male. It neither lays eggs nor mates. Eels do not give life to other eels. The spark of their life comes from somewhere else.


Aristotle suggested: Study a small pond with a tributary during a period of drought. When the water has evaporated and all the mud and muck has dried out, there is no life at all to be found on its hardened bottom. No life can be sustained there, much less a fish. But when the first rain comes and the water slowly returns, something incredible happens. Suddenly, the pond is once more full of eels. Suddenly, they’re just there. The rainwater brings them into existence.


Aristotle’s conclusion was that eels simply spring into being, like a slithering, enigmatic miracle.


Aristotle’s interest in eels is not entirely unexpected. He was interested in all forms of life. He was, of course, a thinker and theoretician and the man who, along with Plato, laid the foundation for all Western philosophy; but more than that, he was a scientist, at least by the standards of his age. It’s often said that Aristotle was the last person to “know it all”; or in other words, he was the last person to possess all the knowledge accumulated by humanity. And, among other things, he was ahead of his time when it came to observing and describing nature. His great work Historia Animalium (The History of Animals) was a first attempt, more than two thousand years before Linnaeus, to systematically categorize the animal kingdom. Aristotle observed and described a wide range of animals and what differentiated one from another. What they looked like, their body parts, coloring, and shape, how they lived and procreated, what they ate, their behaviors. Modern zoology grew out of the Historia Animalium; it remained a standard work in the natural sciences well into at least the seventeenth century.


Aristotle grew up in Stagira on Chalcidice: a peninsula ending in three narrow spits of land that jut out into the Aegean Sea, like a hand with three fingers. His life was one of privilege, with a father who was physician to the Macedonian king; he received a good education, and his father likely envisioned a future as a doctor for his son. But Aristotle was orphaned at a young age. His father died when he was about ten, his mother probably before that. He was taken in by a relative and at seventeen was sent to Athens to study at the finest school in antiquity, the Platonic Academy. A young man, alone in a strange city, curious and brilliant and with a passion for understanding the world that can be comprehended only by those whose own roots have been severed. He studied at Plato’s feet in Athens for twenty years and in many respects came to be his equal. When Plato died and Aristotle was not appointed the new head of the Academy, he relocated to the island of Lesbos. It was there that he began to study animals and nature in earnest. Perhaps that was also where he first started thinking about how eels came to be.


Not much is known about Aristotle’s scientific method. He didn’t keep notes on his observations and dissections. He gave confident and detailed accounts of his discoveries and insights, but rarely said anything about how he had come to them. Nevertheless, we can be almost entirely certain that he personally performed many of the dissections that form the basis of Historia Animalium. Crucially, it seems clear he spent much of his time studying aquatic life-forms, and primarily the eel. If nothing else, his writings on what is hidden inside the eel, about the relative placement of its organs and the construction of its gills, are particularly copious and detailed.


Where the eel is concerned, he also often disagreed with other scientists whose names have been lost to posterity, as though the eel was already, at that time, a source of speculation, contradictory opinions, and conflict. Aristotle insisted categorically that eels never carry eggs in their bodies, declaring that anyone who claimed otherwise simply had not studied eels closely enough. There can be no doubt this is so, he wrote, because when you cut open an eel, not only will you not find eggs, you will also not find any organs for producing or transporting eggs or milt. Nothing about the eel’s existence explains how it is brought to life. He also stated that anyone claiming the eel gives birth to live young had been misled by his ignorance and that his opinions were not based on fact. Aristotle also made short shrift of those scientists who claimed eels could be sexed, pointing to the male head as being larger than that of the female. They had simply mistaken interspecies variation for sexual variation.


Aristotle had studied eels, that much is clear. Maybe on Lesbos, maybe in Athens. He had dissected them and studied their internal organs, had looked for eggs and reproductive organs and an explanation as to how they procreate. He had probably handled a great many eels, scrutinizing them, pondering what kind of creatures they were. And he had reached the conclusion that the eel is a thing unto itself.


The approach to understanding animals and nature developed by Aristotle would eventually come to shape—virtually single-handedly—both modern biology and the natural sciences, and thus all subsequent attempts to understand the eel. It was above all empirical. Nature can be described through systematic observation, Aristotle claimed, and only through correct description can it be understood.


It was a radical approach and, in every respect, a successful one. Many of Aristotle’s observations were surprisingly precise, not least considering they were made long before the field of zoology even existed as a concept. His knowledge was way ahead of his time, particularly when it came to aquatic species. He explained and described, for example, the anatomy and reproduction of octopuses in a way that modern zoology was able to verify only in the nineteenth century. And with regards to the eel, Aristotle claimed, correctly, that it can move between freshwater and saltwater, that it has unusually small gills, and that it is nocturnal, hiding in deeper water during the day.


But the eel was also a subject about which Aristotle made an unusual number of obviously outlandish claims. Despite his systematic method based on observation, he never did manage to understand the eel. He wrote that eels eat grass and roots and sometimes even mud. He wrote that it has no scales. He wrote that it lives for seven or eight years and that it can survive for five or six days on land and even longer if the wind blows from the north. And, as already mentioned, he asserted that eels do not have biological sex and that they are created from nothing. The first embodiment of the eel, Aristotle concluded, is in fact a small maggot-like creature, a kind of earthworm that is spontaneously and without the involvement of any other living thing generated from mud. This worm can spring to life in both seas and rivers, especially where there is plenty of decomposing vegetation, and it prefers shallow marshes or beds of seaweed where the sun warms the water. “There can be no doubt about this being so,” Aristotle writes, and then wraps up his discussion. “Enough about the reproduction of the eel.”


ALL KNOWLEDGE COMES FROM EXPERIENCE. THAT WAS ARISTOTLE’S first and most fundamental insight. Any study of life must be empirical and systematic. Reality must be described as it is perceived by our senses. First, one establishes that something is; then one can focus on the question of what it is. And only when one has collected all the facts about what something is, is it possible to approach the metaphysical question of why it is the way it is. That is also the insight that has served as the basis for most attempts to gain a scientific understanding of the world since Aristotle’s time.


But why is it that the eel was able to slither out of Aristotle’s grasp? That is the question that seems impossible to answer. No matter how meticulously and systematically he studied the eel, he reached conclusions that now appear almost absurdly unscientific. And that’s what makes the eel unique. Science has come up against many mysteries, but few have proven as intractable and difficult to solve as the eel. Eels have turned out to be not only uncommonly difficult to observe—due to their strange life cycle, their shyness, their metamorphoses, and their roundabout approach to reproduction—but also secretive in a way that comes across as deliberate and preordained. Even when successful observation is possible, even when you get really close, the eel seems to pull away. Given the inordinate amount of time so many people have spent studying and trying to understand the eel, we should, simply put, know more than we do. That we don’t is something of a mystery. Zoologists call it “the eel question.”


Aristotle may have been one of the first to document his misapprehensions about the eel, but he was, as we know, not the last. The eel has continued to elude scientific study into our modern era. Any number of prominent researchers, as well as amateurs with varying degrees of enthusiasm, have studied the eel without ever really understanding it. Some of the most noted names in the history of natural science have tried in vain to find the answer to the eel question. It’s as though their senses were not enough in themselves. Somewhere in the darkness and mud, the eel has managed to hide away from human knowledge. When it comes to eels, an otherwise knowledgeable humanity has always been forced to rely on faith to some extent.


In the olden days, a distinction was likely often made between eels and other fish. The eel was a creature apart, with its appearance and behavior, its invisible scales and barely visible gills and ability to survive out of water. It was different enough to make many people believe it was in fact an aquatic snake or amphibian. Homer himself seemed to distinguish eels from fish. After Achilles kills Asteropaios in the Iliad he “let him lie where he was on the sand, with the dark water flowing over him and the eels and fishes busy nibbling and gnawing the fat that was about his kidneys.” Today, the question is still asked from time to time: Is the eel really a fish?


This uncertainty about the fundamental nature of the eel has often led to some distance between us and them. People have found eels frightening or disgusting. They’re slimy and slithery, look like snakes and are said to eat human bodies; they move surreptitiously, in the dark and the mud. The eel is alien, unlike other animals, and regardless of how ubiquitous it has been, in our lakes and rivers and on our tables, it has always remained a stranger in some respects.


The most abiding and debated mystery about the eel has been its method of reproduction. It’s only in the past century that we’ve been able to give a reasonable, if not conclusive explanation. For a long time, many people simply chose to believe Aristotle and his theory about worms springing into being spontaneously from mud. Others sided with the natural philosopher Pliny the Elder, who perished in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79, and who claimed that the eel reproduced by rubbing itself against rocks, which freed particles from its body that in turn became new eels. Some believed the Greek author Athenaeuss, who in the third century explained that the eel secreted a kind of fluid that sank into the mud and became new life.


More or less fanciful theories have been proposed throughout history. The ancient Egyptians were convinced eels sprang to life from nothing when the sun warmed the waters of the Nile. In various parts of Europe, it was thought that eels were born from decomposing vegetation on the seafloor or grew out of the rotting cadavers of other, dead eels. Some believed eels were born of sea-foam or created when the rays of the sun fell on a certain kind of dew that covered lakeshores and riverbanks in the spring. In the English countryside, where eel fishing was popular, most people adhered to the theory that eels were born when hairs from horses’ tails fell into water.


Many of the different theories about the birth of the eel clearly revolve around a common notion. That is to say, the notion that life can spring from something seemingly lifeless, a minute echo of the birth of the universe itself. A mosquito born of a speck of dust, a fly born out of a piece of meat, an eel born of mud—such an idea has been commonly referred to as spontaneous generation and has historically been a widespread idea, particularly before the invention of the microscope. Simply put, people believed what they could see, so if you were looking at a piece of rotting meat and suddenly saw maggots crawl out of it, without having observed any flies or fly eggs, how could you conclude anything but that the larvae had been created out of thin air? In the same way, no human has observed procreating eels, and as far as anyone could tell, they had no reproductive organs.


The idea of spontaneous generation leads back, of course, to the creation of everything, to the creation of life itself. If there was in fact once a beginning, when life sprung into existence from nothing (whether you attribute it to divine intervention or some other factor), it may not have been so outlandish to assume that such spontaneous generation could be repeated.


How it supposedly happened has been explained several ways. In Genesis, there is mention of a “wind from God” sweeping across the barren, desolate earth, creating not only light and land and plants but all the animals, too. The ancient philosophers known as the Stoics spoke of pneuma, the breath of life, a combination of air and heat needed for the existence of both living bodies and the soul. The underlying premise is a belief that nonliving matter can be turned into living matter, that the living and the dead are in fact dependent on one another and that some kind of life can exist in something seemingly dead. When the eel could not be understood or explained, that kind of thinking was clearly close at hand; the eel became a reflection of the deeper mystery of life’s origins.


What makes eels special, however, is that we’re still forced to rely on faith to some extent as we try to understand them. We may think we now know everything about the life and reproduction of the eel—its long journey from the Sargasso Sea, its metamorphoses, its patience, its journey back to breed and die—but even though that is all probably true and correct, much of it is nevertheless still based on assumption.


No human has ever seen eels reproduce; no one has seen an eel fertilize the eggs of another eel; no one has managed to breed European eels in captivity. We think we know that all eels are hatched in the Sargasso Sea, since that’s where the smallest examples of the willow leaf–like larvae have been found, but no one knows for certain why the eel insists on reproducing there and only there. No one knows for certain how it withstands the rigors of its long return journey, or how it navigates. It’s thought all eels die shortly after breeding, since no living eels have ever been found after breeding season, but then again, no mature eel, living or dead, has ever been observed at their supposed breeding ground. Put another way, no human has ever seen an eel in the Sargasso Sea. Nor can anyone fully comprehend the purpose of the eel’s many metamorphoses. No one knows how long eels can live for.


In other words, more than two thousand years after Aristotle, the eel remains something of a scientific enigma, and in many ways, it has become a symbol of what is sometimes referred to as the metaphysical. As it happens, metaphysics can also be traced back to Aristotle (though the concept was named only after his death). It is a branch of philosophy that is concerned with what exists outside, or beyond, objective nature, beyond what we can observe and describe with the help of our senses.
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