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Introduction

  

  The Vision of Ezekiel and the Films

  of Stanley Kubrick

  



  Reflection does not withdraw from the world . . .; it steps back to watch the sparks of transcendence fly up like sparks from a fire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world and thus brings them to our notice; it alone is consciousness of the world because it reveals the world as strange and paradoxical. (Merleau-Ponty)

  I.

  Imagine that you and I are on a cross-country road trip, and that we’ve pulled off the highway somewhere in Montana.

  It’s late and it’s dark, and we’re standing, leaning up against the car, watching a distant thunderstorm.

  The lightning flashes are the kind that branch out fractally, cloud-to-cloud and cloud-to-ground, more like episodes than single strikes.

  Each flash momentarily lights up the gothic sky, the intricate terrain of badlands and canyons laid out in front of us,

  and our faces and eyes — before plunging us back again into the big rural darkness.

  And imagine that — in an eerie moment of uncertain duration — we become aware

  that, standing just a few yards in front of us, is a giant bison, head bent to the earth, grazing by the roadside

  and keeping an eye on us — an eye that gleams with the reflected flashes of lightning. If our vision were good enough,

  we would see ourselves reflected in the bison’s eye, and the forking lightning in our own reflected eyes.

  Some things can only be seen intermittently — only for a moment — even if it is a long moment.

  The lightning flash is one instance, and in it, the moment when we first realized another being was there with us.

  Neurologists have found that our brains seem to be wired with a kind of detector for the presence of other beings —

  and our hair wired to stand up in the moment this brain circuitry is tripped in just the right way.

  Even so, if we were so inclined, we might also have experienced this moment as a religious one.

  The looming, dreadlocked bison — with the nobility of power in repose — does cut a godlike figure!

  Or the experience might be cast as an aesthetic one, what a generation of college students learned to call an epiphany,

  using the term aesthetics borrowed from religion (where it refers to the manifestation of a deity).

  At least for the kinds of people likely to be stopping by the roadside on a cross-country car trip —

  modern people, taking a moment out of their goal-directed, machine-enabled and largely bisonless lives —

  the experience might well fall somewhere between the religious and aesthetic, in the territory sometimes called the sublime.

  In this case, the sublime flashes in a momentary spark across the chasm between culture and nature — the chasm we moderns look back across

  (but that, on closer examination, turns out to be less singular and more like the intricate terrain of canyons our road straddles).

  Of course, sublime moments can be conscripted to shore up the gridded life they might otherwise challenge —

  as if we were to pause to text OMG JUST SAW GIANT BISON and then get back on the road. But even so,

  this scene — the forking lightning, the maze of canyons, the looping circuits of reflections and awareness among us and the bison —

  exhibits all the features of the architecture of complexity that is the subject of this book.

  And when I say this scene, I also include this very scene, of this text being written and read, right now,

  the scene of metacognition now taking place, in which some trace of the sublime may be found,

  regardless of whether the scene by the highway really occurred (though I can assure you,

  it did).

  In starting to look for where the sublimity comes from, you might reflect on the fact that, as you probably know,

  lightning is formed by a buildup of electrical charge that, when released, finds multiple paths

  (more accurate to say the lightning is the multiple paths) again and again to local equilibria.

  Curiously, the canyonlands were formed in much the same way, by water meeting resistance and being blocked,

  breaking through, finding its way around obstacles, finding multiple paths, some dead ends, others flowing through, again and again —

  and you and I and the bison occupy branches and twigs of a similar forking structure called evolution.

  If branching is differentiation, it also exhibits self-similarity at various scales and across otherwise wildly different phenomena

  and these resonances or resemblances continually loop and braid the branches back into a kind of nest, a world, nested worlds.

  One way of looking at this scene is that you and I are the writer and reader on a road trip, the road is this book,

  the lightning flashes are the chapters, and the moment — when we recognize both otherness and kinship —

  is what I’m trying to deliver at least intermittently throughout — and, who knows, maybe the bison is a god after all!

  This book sets out to anatomize such moments, not to deflate but to sustain them, to prolong them into thought.

  II.

  Most of the time, an electron bound to an atom sits in an unchanging energy state. To catch one being interesting, you must first throw something at it to provoke it to move, and then snap its picture.

  A particle accelerator, like Stanford’s Linear Accelerator Center (SLAC), may be among the most extreme examples

  of an apparatus for producing insights only sustainable for a moment:

  years and years, millions of dollars, teams of massively educated scientists, and massive, mind-bendingly intricate machinery,

  all go to create tiny flashes so vanishingly brief they make the blink of an eye seem practically eternal.

  SLAC was built on the grounds of the old Palo Alto Stock Farm where, in 1877, Eadweard Muybridge

  built a series of cameras and tripwires to resolve the age-old question of whether all four of a horse’s hooves

  leave the ground at the same time during a gallop. Happily, for the purposes of this book (and for a horse),

  they do.

  Muybridge made a kind of flip-book apparatus to show his photo sequences, a proto-film-projector he called a zoopraxiscope.

  This book is a kind of zoopraxiscope for airborne moments of cognition that otherwise go by in such a complex flurry

  we could doubt that they exist at all.

  Imagine that, by some exquisite convulsion, you could jump out of language, out of your own head,

  out of the loop between the world and your head and language, but that it took so much torque or spring to do so

  that it could only be sustained for a moment before the haze of familiarity settled back on everything like white on rice.

  Imagine a poet laboriously crafting a poem. Ordinary language is poetic through-and-through already —

  intricately rhythmed and lit by flashes of wordplay and images — but a poem is a more systematically,

  more self-consciously sustained performance. Poetry emerges from everyday language and life like a fish jumping out of water.

  It requires a mustering of effort and concentration, like the wind-up and release of a spring,

  and because it’s so heightened, it can only be sustained for a long moment before falling back into the prosaic.

  Why do fish jump? To escape predators, from sheer playfulness, or from some ambition to be birds?

  (You might notice that all of these are ways of talking about what is otherwise called evolution.)

  Whatever the combination of reasons, the poem is not just the airborne moment, but the wind-up, the take-off and the splashdown

  rolled into one. Poetry is one example, but all systems in relation to their environments are like this,

  the rolled-into-oneness being a system’s continuous relationship with its environment.

  But poetry and language aren’t just fish-and-water, system-and-environment. Language is another full-fledged system itself;

  a bigger fish. Language itself seems to have jumped or crawled — or at any rate, to have emerged —

  from indexical communication (as it is sometimes called), which refers to things by association, for example,

  as a monkey alarm call is triggered by a potential predator and, in turn, triggers responses in fellow monkeys.

  One call means Leopard! Climb up a tree! and another means Eagle! Climb down a tree!,

  but survival depends on the call and response remaining tightly tethered to what triggered them, not as in language,

  where you have — presumably — just read the word Leopard! without looking around in terror and climbing a tree!

  Symbolic communication sustains reference to the world, but only via a system of elaborate relationships of signs to each other —

  an inner ecology of grammar, syntax, and elaborately differentiated sounds and categories.

  The emergence of symbolic from indexical communication — the coming-into-its-own of language — is diagrammed beautifully

  in anthropologist Terrence Deacon’s book The Symbolic Species: The Co-evolution of Language and the Brain

  as a leap — with a spin — that escapes but stays in orbit over its world, as if a bone, thrown, wheeling, into the air

  were somehow to become a spaceship.

  Language leaped out of the world, but without ever leaving it (as culture leaped out of nature, but remains in it):

  [image: image]

  Spoken words remain subject to the physics of sound, and ink-on-paper to chemistry, but grammar and syntax

  are more like laws-unto-themselves. They can’t be reduced to chemistry and physics. Accordingly, we can picture

  a system in an environment as a wheel inside a wheel. The big wheel is the laws and constraints it must obey —

  or if you prefer the glass-half-full perspective, its conditions of possibility.

  The little wheel is the leap out of the world, or if you prefer, the leap more deeply into the world:

  the system’s degrees of freedom — in this case, the extent to which, while never violating the laws of its homeworld,

  language dances, but not to the laws of physics —

  the way the inner and outer rings of a gyroscope spin independently, but on the same axis.

  And the two wheels together are less like an actor and a stage, more like nested systems.

  The big wheel is that by grace of which the emergent system can come into being (the hands that release the dove),

  and the little wheel’s the leap into uncharted territory, or if you prefer the spiritual version (as Woody Guthrie sang it):

  . . . the little wheel runs by faith

  And the big wheel runs by the grace of God

  And a wheel in a wheel whirling

  Way up in the middle of the air!

  III.

  Neurohistorian Daniel Lord Smail offers a single explanation for why a whole range of pleasurable experiences —

  such as extra-marital sex, masturbation, mind-altering drugs, and individual religious ecstasy —

  have had such a history of being stigmatized, criminalized, and psycho-pathologized.

  It’s because social institutions — like religion and the family — have always sought to retain as much control as possible

  over the neurology of pleasure in order to keep our brains wired onto their grid, and to reserve the right

  collectively to adjust individual neurochemistry. In this account, modernity has been an ongoing brain rewiring

  under the heading of privatization, which means not just private individuals gaining more of the ability

  to adjust their own brain chemistry but also private corporations gaining more and more of the prerogative

  and the power to do so. This may be just an update of a long-familiar generalization about modernity,

  but putting the brain into the picture can transform it (the picture, that is, and the brain).

  In this account — to pick a contemporary example — digital games are not simply new commodities

  capturing a growing share of the leisure/entertainment market (or to put it another way, a huge pop-cultural phenomenon).

  What digital games are in the process of capturing is brain wiring and chemistry — and all the money and social relations

  wired up with them. The games are parasites on our brain’s electro-chemical systems — a collective brain rewiring.

  I’m speaking from experience here, since I go into phases of obsessively playing FreeCell, a computer solitaire game,

  generally as a work-avoidance strategy. I like to say that work avoidance is a necessary accompaniment to work,

  at least when you’re a writer. It seems to me that, contrary to expectation, the more work avoidance I do, the more work I also do.

  But I say seems because, like all addicts, my sense of it can’t be trusted!

  For one recovering FreeCell addict interviewed in the New York Times, Lou Bender (I didn’t make that name up),

  “the FreeCell habit started as a way to get through boring conference calls at work.”

  It’s easy to recognize the innocuous beginning of the classic addiction narrative.

  As it happened, “the feeling the game gave him — one of getting himself out of a bind — was irresistible.”

  The games put you on an arousal curve that begins with some kind of tension (however minimal or pleasurable in itself)

  and ends with relief. How much tension and how much relief, how easy or quick, or how difficult and long the path from one to the other

  are variables that, depending on the context and what works for you, will lead you to prefer one game or activity to another.

  The little bind and the little satisfaction of getting out of it can work as defenses against the big bind you can’t get out of

  and the big satisfaction you can never get. Wracked by shame? Never got unconditional love? Dad and mom never cared?

  Never mind: play another game! The narrower explanation is simply that our brains are programmed by evolution

  so that the bind-escape mechanism releases pleasurable chemicals: the pigeon pecks the lever and gets a pellet of food.

  At worst, we can become addicted to these little doses of power and pleasure, learn to live only for such shallow satisfactions,

  and cheat ourselves (or get cheated) out of any chance to attain nobler, more intense, or more sustained rewards.

  Content to have climbed to the top of an anthill (one of many local maxima), we miss the mountains beyond.

  But there is another way of seeing it.

  Feelings (like the feeling of tension/frustration and release/satisfaction) can be described as

  “the anticipation of a meeting between the subject’s body and another’s body, real or imaginary.”

  We get programmed with a range of expectations, a complex stance we take in our approach to the world. We learn

  to anticipate stimulation, comfort, pleasure, neglect, violence — all arrayed in a more predictable or unpredictable range.

  And because of the looping ways our approaches are wired to others’ responses and vice versa,

  the whole circuitry constitutes a nonlinear structure — a system — of feeling.

  Even if the games function as a defense, keeping us stuck, they might serve some healing function as well,

  rewiring our brains, helping us to anticipate pleasure, orienting us towards finding our way out of binds.

  Some experiences one wants to repeat over and over, like opening presents on Christmas morning.

  In some sense each is the same as all others of its kind — and totally different. Sex can be like this. Meals. TV. Books.

  Even games of computer solitaire. And language is like this: the same few letters and symbols, over and over and over,

  the play of sameness and difference — as if writing were repetition, and the writer were the caretaker of a haunted hotel,

  typing the same sentence over and over, and rearranging it on the page into a series of different genres.

  Wittgenstein made philosophy sound a little like FreeCell when he said that it “unties knots in our thinking;

  hence its result must be simple, but its activity must be as complicated as the knots it unties.”

  The knots, according to Wittgenstein, are the metaphors by which we think, and which hold our thinking captive.

  Untying them does not result in scientific, metaphor-free thought but in facing and embracing a kind of Zen silence

  at the core of thought. However, since one of the knots I’m trying to untie here is the sometimes thought-crippling opposition

  between the complex and the simple, how could I use the metaphor of untying a knot while rejecting this opposition?

  In describing the layout of this book, I might highlight the differences among its sections (this one’s a kind of prose poem

  in Twitter-length blips, the next a dialogue, then some essays, a bit of literary criticism, and finally a story)

  or the big arc these heterogeneous bits make, beginning with beginnings and ending with endings and returns,

  but at the moment I prefer to represent the arc and the differences as subordinated to repetition,

  a FreeCell game played over and over. Having already set aside the metaphor of untying a knot,

  let me say instead that each game is a stitch in an embroidery, each stitch a little metacognitive leap

  that gets looped back into the fabric of thought and feeling. Or if you prefer the spiritual version, it’s a kind of rosary:

  The band in heaven, they play my favorite song

  Play it once again, play it all night long (David Byrne)

  IV.

  In the late eighteenth century in Europe there was a sustained explosion, an ongoing tsunami of the written word —

  of books, newspapers, magazines, private letters, broadsheets, posters: all of what is now called print culture.

  Wordsworth complained, in 1799, about the new thirst for stimulation that “the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies.”

  (Apparently he was referring to newspapers, but there were also two mail deliveries per day in London at that time.)

  He denounced “frantic novels” and the “deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse,” fearing

  that all this might “blunt the discriminating powers of the mind” and “reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor.”

  The complaint about new media — that it is making us stupid — has been repeated so many times, in much the same terms

  about television, the internet, electronic games, and so on, that one could lose sight of something odd here:

  Wordsworth was complaining about literacy, about reading and writing making people stupid.

  Print culture was a type of cyberspace — that is, a virtual realm removed from but highly connected to the world —

  a place that increasingly came to mediate people’s relationships with themselves and others, a collective brain rewiring.

  But language itself — signed or spoken or however it got started — was just such a place as well —

  and also a parasite with which our brains have co-evolved.

  Do new media make us dumber or more intelligent? Do they free us, or exert ever more insidious control?

  Are we stuck with the same thing over and over and over, or are we embarked on an evolutionary series

  of radical transformations? And what does it mean that we can entertain such profound uncertainty

  about the path we’re on and where we’re going?

  V.

  Everywhere I walk, people are on cellphones. This looks like what used to be called communication,

  but for whatever combination of reasons, cellphones seem to be particularly good for venting — or at least,

  it seems to me that venting occupies a much greater percentage of the cellphone conversations

  than the person-to-person conversations I pass on the street. I can only theorize that the cellphone

  is another kind of bind/release mechanism. Apparently, whenever you get frustrated and angry,

  you can get a witness instantly and get some relief (which is why it isn’t exactly two-way communication).

  But does venting make people less frustrated and angry or, by reinforcing the emotional stance of venting, more?

  Is the demand that others adopt the role of witnesses to how put-upon we are part of the structure of feeling

  one might expect in a declining imperial nation: the tone of indignation and affronted privilege?

  I was walking in Brooklyn (where I live) and passed several people walking while talking and texting on phones.

  I suddenly felt like there had been some kind of apocalypse, like everyone had been raptured

  into the cellphonosphere, and I was the only one left in public, bodily social space.

  I could have said the others were still physically walking around but had been turned into social zombies, not really there.

  But it wasn’t that kind of movie for me. It felt good; I was left behind! And for now, the world was all mine.

  This will only make finding other survivors all the sweeter.

  VI.

  By most accounts, there was a tipping point for Western modernity around 1800 —

  what amounted to a reorganization of the whole landscape of human activity and experience.

  This included the naming of aesthetics as a distinct sphere of human experience and as an object of study,

  and along with it, art and literature as categorically distinct from other discourses and experiences.

  Art had been overwhelmingly and literally part of religion. It wasn’t just plastered inseparably onto cathedral walls,

  it was the walls. But from the Renaissance onward, art got increasingly pried away from the walls

  and made into a portable commodity (a painting on canvas, you could say, is more like a big dollar bill than it is like a cathedral).

  This is why Samuel Taylor Coleridge considered artists and other cultural producers to be lay priests (clerisy was his word),

  and early 20th-century critic T. E. Hulme defined Romanticism as “spilt religion.”

  This must also be why the Romantics liked the myth of Prometheus, the hero/antihero who stole fire from the gods.

  Keeping the neurohistorical perspective in mind, we could say that the stolen fire was the actual fire in the brain,

  the neurochemical and electrical lightning flashes transferred from religious to aesthetic experience.

  The privatization of aesthetic experience was also a way of containing its potential for proliferating meaning,

  or as French philosopher Michel Foucault put it, “the great danger with which fiction threatens the world” (reminding us that privacy used to be a negative word — associated with exclusion — with privation and deprivation).

  The problem was not that religion was spilled, but in how it was sopped up.

  Not just experience but ideas were also subject to widespread systematicization

  into distinct discourses and disciplines (such as science and literature, two categories that may now seem timeless

  but, in fact, only began to be used in their modern sense in the nineteenth century).

  Can art, religion, and ideas be stolen again?

  Are we in the middle of an ongoing reorganization of human experience and thought that will leave the landscape as changed,

  changed utterly, as modernity transformed Europe two hundred years ago?

  I think so, but it is not my purpose here to try to stand back in order to survey the landscape, as one must do

  in order to take the metadisciplinary view or to make historical claims (as I was trained to do, and as I’ve done in previous books).

  You can stay on your anthill only so long. If you want to have any hope of reaching the mountains beyond,

  you have to go down, into the valleys where you lose your path and perspective, and keep on walking.

  This book explores how the sublime and miraculous can be found in a whole range of processes —

  from chemistry and biology to language and literature and social interactions —

  and how they loop back on themselves to form complex systems and stitch themselves and their environments together.

  The essays that follow — on topics ranging from music to road trips and chaos theory — explore mystical experience

  as what happens when consciousness discovers its family resemblances with other recursive processes.

  The process has been for me, and I hope will be for you, a cognitive journey of many detours,

  in which getting stuck turns out to be the way to make a break-through, and getting lost the way to find something new.


  

  


  
Chapter One

  

  Miracles and Signs

  



  I. Recognition to Infinity

  The seed that grew into this book was planted in 2007, when I decided to look up Professor Lee, a friend of my father’s and of my family since I was a child. When I was in college — late in the last millennium — I used to have long, free-ranging talks with him. He introduced me to systems theory, which turned out to be important to my own research, though I didn’t follow him into the sciences.

  I hadn’t seen him in twenty years. As it turned out, he had just moved into an old folks home in the Bronx, a subway ride away from where I live in Brooklyn, so I went to visit him.

  At seventy-five, he still looked exactly as he had when I was a child and tagged along on hikes with him and my father. On one of these hikes, he took the photo below of me and my sister and father, and our dog. Not to sound too melancholic, but all the fields and trees in the photo are long gone, leveled by a kind of nuclear blast of suburbanization that left only condo developments, strip malls and asphalt in its wake. My father is long dead. And the little dog, too!

  [image: image]

  The first time I visited the Professor in the Bronx we rediscovered an old rapport that had improved with age, as if, without us even checking in on it for all those years, it had just been maturing in the barrel the whole time. On a whim, I asked him to come with me on a road trip to Minneapolis, our old home town, and he agreed right away.

  You could write a book about it, he said. I’ll be the wise old professor. People love that shit.

  I knew he was thinking of that book, a huge bestseller, in which a guy starts visiting his old professor, who’s dying of some horrible disease.

  We started playing with the idea. I said that he’d have to sign an agreement whereby every word that came out of his mouth during the trip would be my property. He said okay, but I’d have to omit or disguise any and all personal details of his life — he was dead serious about this — and that I’d have to refer to him only as Professor Lee — which, by the way, is not his name. He suggested that the book be called Roadtrip with Professor Lee. I protested, only half-jokingly, that the lack of a fully fleshed-out character would hurt book sales, and besides, people would think Lee was just an alter ego of mine, especially since I’m also a professor, and since the Chinese version of my surname also happens to be Li. That ambiguity was just perfect as far as he was concerned. You can’t write about me, he said, but you can still write about whatever ideas we talk about.

  Then something uncanny happened. He started to smile, and something about the smile made me realize what must have just occurred to him: that I could write as much as I liked about our arrangement (as I am doing now), and the Professor Lee character would still seem like an invented alter ego — a metaphor for the plurality of the individual writer. And he saw that I had seen what he was thinking. And I saw that he saw it, and (I have no doubt) he saw me seeing him see me see him, and so on. Later he would refer to this kind of moment — using his characteristic mix of systems theory and existential theology — as recognition to infinity. Though it felt like psychic communication to me at the time, it’s really a very common experience, just a little feedback loop. We both knew what had happened — or at least, I thought at the time that I did, and I didn’t find out until much later that I was almost completely wrong. For the moment, there was no need to talk about it.

  He said the Professor Lee character should be whimsical and philosophical in the face of some terminal illness. We joked about what illness to give him, not knowing that he’d be dead for real in a little less than a year. Well, I didn’t know, anyway — I can’t say for sure if he did at that point. In any case, I promised him I wouldn’t write about any of the details.

  We never made the trip, but I saw him many times in the months that followed my initial visit, and this book is partly the record of how those conversations rewired my brain. I’ve started off by trying to reconstruct one of our conversations, constrained as I am by the Professor’s injunction to keep him out of it (and by my own tendency to make dialogue sound like academic prose, which admission I’m placing here in parentheses to soften it a bit, and also — as discreetly as possible — to ask for your indulgence). Accordingly, the rest of this chapter is an amalgam of our early conversations about miracles and signs, in which many of the ideas explored in subsequent chapters are introduced.

  The chapters that follow are more typical linked essays, though in both form and content, I hope I have managed to keep some of what I found most enjoyable about our conversations — namely, the way detours and tangents get woven together to constitute the fabric of ideas explored here.

  I’ve also included, toward the end the book, a short account of the road trip Professor Lee and I had planned, and which — although I had to make it alone — seemed somehow to have been scripted by him.

  One of the Professor’s favorite references, psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicot, liked to say that we simultaneously both find and invent the world. For the Professor, this was why certain signs and people — that we seem merely to have stumbled upon — seem to have been sent to us as revelations, soul mates, mythic guides and guardian angels. But rather than deflating what had seemed miraculous, the explanation points the way to what the Professor had no qualms in calling a real miracle — in the way that systems relate to their environments and meaning is propagated in the universe. He saw no contradiction between hardnosed scientific study and mystical awe; in fact, he was one of those who regarded the former as a path to the latter, and vice versa.

  II. The Gravity Suspension Miracle

  Perhaps kindling in the amygdala causes every external event and internal belief to acquire deep significance for the patient, so there is an enormous proliferation of spuriously self-relevant beliefs and memories in his brain. (V.S. Ramachandran)

  Theoretical physics . . . is fiction constrained by fact, fiction that must lift itself in the air together with the hard facts on which it is based. It is like the castle in René Magritte’s famous painting — a massive rock hovering over the sea that ought to collapse but is in fact suspended by the mysterious power of its internal consistency. (Giovanni Vignale)

  Professor Lee was a religious anarchist: he thought that everybody should start their own religions. Shortly after I started visiting him in the Bronx, he asked me if I had ever experienced any miracles around which to build a religion of my own. I tried to sidestep the question, but he pestered me to tell him anything that might serve the purpose, no matter how trivial.

  The first thing that popped into my head was my longstanding notion that, once when I was a child, I had jumped up into the air and stayed up longer than the laws of physics allow. I don’t know how old I was, maybe seven or eight. You’d think something like this would be pretty common for a kid of that age, but for some reason this one had struck me — and stuck with me.

  Then, like an oyster building a pearl around a grain of sand, I began to secrete so many layers of ruminations around the event that it started to seem impossible to determine — or just flat-out impossible — that there could have been anything there in the first place. Still, at some level, beyond belief or disbelief, something like a bodily memory of the experience persisted.

  Professor Lee laughed. It reminded him of the story of an old Irish peasant woman who entertained the poet W. B. Yeats with accounts of the fairies — the “little people.” As Yeats was taking his leave, he asked her whether she herself believed in the fairies, and she dismissively assured him that she did not. As he was walking away, though, she called after him, “but they’re there, Mr. Yeats, they’re there!”

  What I came to believe — I told the Professor — was that I had felt something like an instant of zero gravity at the top of my jump. I assume this must be related to the feeling in the pit of your stomach in an elevator or a roller coaster, but I’ve never checked with a physicist or a physiologist. The sensation had been real enough, and it may even have involved remarkable hypersensitivity, but the laws of physics remained intact.

  Professor Lee liked the story. Well, he said, at bottom it’s not a story at all, since the miraculous part of it, the heart of it, is just a single instant. The only story is the cover story secreted around that instant. In fact, the whole story is like what psychoanalysis calls a screen memory wrapped around a primal scene too miraculous, too submerged and too constitutive of your own thought process for you to be able to think it: the emergence of language in your brain.

  (You may recognize here the origin of my account, in the introduction to this book, of the emergence of language as a physics-defying leap, though I would have to be struck with it many more times before I finally began to get it.)

  He went on to point out the stark contrast between, on one hand, the fleeting mid-jump instant of gravitylessness, and on the other, my subsequent ruminations, which I had compared to the slow secretions of that sedentary and most gravity-bound creature, the oyster.

  This contrast between bodily motion and cognitive wheel-spinning made me think of an aphorism of William Blake, and since the Professor had Yeatsed me, I Blaked him back:

  
    The Emmet’s Inch & Eagle’s Mile

    Make Lame Philosophy to smile.

  

  The emmet (or as we now call it, the ant) and the eagle live in radically different worlds, unknown to each other. The tiny, industrious ant troops alongside hundreds of its fellows, all feeling their way along, completely invisible to the noble eagle, who sweeps across vast terrains, the solitary predator. Lame philosophy smiles at this situation, ruefully, because it cannot move at all, neither in inches nor miles, only sit back and contemplate. But philosophy’s smile is also smug — or transcendental, if you prefer — since philosophy is the only one who can see both of these creatures who cannot see each other — and more than this, the only one with the perspective to see that each creature — including itself — is radically limited to its own distinct world. In other words, Blake’s little couplet manages to posit three worlds, each with its own kind of creature, each with its own powers and handicaps — or rather, four, since who or what is it that describes the first three? The obvious — and Blakean — answer is that the fourth is the poet.
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