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Introduction
 
Polytropos (πολύτροπος) is the first adjective Homer uses to describe Odysseus in The Odyssey. It literally means “much-traveled” and “much-wandering,” but it also carries the deeper sense of “much-turning”—a mind flexible, resourceful, and endlessly adaptive. I do not claim to be as clever as Odysseus, nor have I traveled as widely. But through books, I have wandered far: witnessing in medias res the Trojan War, drifting through the American South in Steinbeck’s novels, and enduring the Soviet winter with Platonov. Compassion and imagination have carried me across history and geography—without ever leaving the bookshelf behind.
 
My father was a lover of books. Every visit to a bookstore ended with him buying more—sometimes in such quantities it seemed he was storing food for a coming disaster. Yet most of his books sat untouched on our shelves, spines uncreased and pages pristine. Some he would open briefly, reading a few chapters, and then tell me the stories aloud. His vivid storytelling drew me in, and soon I began exploring those untouched books myself. Thus began my own reading Odyssey.
 
I wasn’t a writer at first. As a child, I disliked writing. My parents bribed me into it: 10 yuan for every 400 words I wrote. I scribbled diaries and book reviews—for the money, at first. But as I read more, something shifted. I began to feel a connection—between myself and the books, between thought and expression. And soon, it became difficult not to write.
 
“You are what you read,” the saying goes. Reflecting on my past writings, I see clearly how deeply the books I’ve read have shaped my thoughts. Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five and Euripides’s Bacchae revealed to me the savagery of war. Homer’s Iliad showed me the empathy that makes us human. Orwell ignited in me a longing for freedom. Middlemarch and Our Man in Havana taught me the quiet value of human connection. These books have given me a moral compass—I now recoil from violence, yearn for a just and open society, and find beauty in the ordinary ties of daily life.
 
This book contains a large portion of the English book reviews I’ve written from 2022 to 2025. Some are long, some meander, and some may contain grammar errors. But together, they mark my evolution—of thought, of taste, of identity. The writings are arranged in reverse chronological order: the newest first, and then, step by step, further back in time—retracing the path of a boy becoming who he is today.
 
Haoyu Duan
2025.8.2
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Satyricon—Destitution
 
Nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego ipse oculis meis vidi in ampulla pendere, et cum illi pueri dicerent: Σίβυλλα τί θέλεις; respondebat illa: άποθανεîν θέλω.
 
(For I myself saw the Sibyl of Cumae with my own eyes hanging in a jar, and when the boys asked her: “what do you want, Sybil?” She responded: “I want to die.”)
 
Thus quoth T.S. Eliot at the beginning of his poem The Waste Land. Taken from Petronius’s Satyricon, this quotation illustrates the emptiness and sufferings of the prophet Cumaean Sibyl, who was cursed by Apollo with immortality but denied eternal youth. To Eliot, The Satyricon—a work depicting the lavish lifestyles and indulgence of Neronian Rome—is perhaps, above all, a meditation on the destitution of the human mind, which he invoked to underscore the barrenness of contemporary European culture. Themes of meaninglessness and death recur throughout the work.
 
The Satyricon opens in a school of rhetoric, where a young man named Encolpius (whose name literally means “in-crotch”) criticizes rhetorical education, arguing that professors focus on pompous yet meaningless subjects, such as “I got these wounds fighting for your freedom!” His accusation is followed by nostalgia for a past era of education, where intrinsic beauty was valued over “purple patches and bombast,” and where the witty lines of Homer and Sophocles were studied deeply rather than hastily skimmed. Encolpius sensed that all they were learning at school was but “empty” mouthings. Therefore, he decided to slip away from class with his friends Ascyltus and Giton. 
 
They were first taken to the brothel of Quartilla where they, instead of receiving satisfaction, felt “cold with the chill of a thousand deaths”. When the harlots entered, they felt tormented rather than satisfied. Then, a debauched party took place in the brothel, filled with “filthy” kisses. Quartilla attempted to sell a seven-year-old girl to Giton. He refused but Quartilla insisted, saying: “Is she any younger than I was when I had my first man?”
 
Encolpius and his friends then left the brothel and attended the lavish feast of Trimalchio. Trimalchio was a freed slave who managed to make a fortune. His house was decorated with golden ornaments and sculptures of him and the scenes from the Homer’s Iliad. Trimalchio, dressed in purple, offered lavish and exotic foods for his guests. They feasted on dishes made with Athenian honey and Indian mushrooms. When his servants opened a hundred-year wine, he lamented the brevity of human life: “Wine has a longer life than us poor folks…O woe, woe, man is only a dot.” He who realized the fragility of life sought spiritual fulfillment in lavish foods and magic cults. Obsessed with astrology and the twelve signs of the Zodiac, he recounted to the audience the meaning of each symbol. Trimalchio, as a freedman, struggled to find his cultural identity in the society, and the Zodiac was “some culture” that he wanted to show. When a cooked pig stuffed with sausages and blood pudding was bought in, he “showed” even more culture by ordering his slaves to perform a scene about Ajax from The Iliad. Yet, the shows on the banquet did not ultimately satisfy him nor his guests. The extravagance of the feast soon gave way to feelings of emptiness and despair. “We’re just so many walking bags of wind,” said one of Trimalchio’s guests, “we’re no more than empty bubbles.”
 
The vigor of the classical authors is absent from the lavish feasts and the disappointing education. The Satyricon presents an intellectually barren society where the rich transformed the culture of the ancient literalists into vulgar and superficial banquet performances, and where the poor, desperate for money, sold their children to brothels. Minds destitute of philosophy were indulged in excess and subjected to the most primitive passions of the human soul. Yet, these passions lasted ephemerally; sentiments of torture, disgust, and emptiness soon fell upon the clients at the brothel and the guests at the banquet.
 
When Trimalchio’s banquet ended with him hurling a cup and blinding his wife in one eye, Encolpius continued his adventure. He encountered a poet called Eumolpus at an art gallery who considers himself a “cold scarecrow, mute and endlessly sighing for the lonely, lost and now deserted arts.” He believed that intellectual destitution stemmed from society’s obsession with wealth, as poetry did not bring financial gain. In the beginning of the novel, Encolpius too recognized that parents were rushing their kids “over-eagerly” into rhetorical schools so that they would become lawyers and earn a lot. 
 
Unlike the hastily money-seekers, Eumolpus fights against the sense of emptiness and meaninglessness by creating poetry. When he boarded the ship with Encolpius and Giton, he began to recite a long poem that he wrote. It began with a sarcastic accusation of Rome personified as a conqueror: “All-conquering Rome was mistress of the globe…but still unsatisfied.” Then, in contrast to Rome’s military valor, he began to describe the social conditions of Rome: “Starvation in strange forms weighs down the ships.” This was followed by a series of political sarcasm: “Votes are for selling…Auctoritas corrupt and humiliated…Rome is a lost city…one people and one senate on sale…Prosperity raging to its ruin, they build in gold and raises their mansions to the stars.” “They build in gold” is a direct reference to Emperor Nero’s Construction of the Domus Aurea (golden house).
 
Eumolpus was also the only person in the surviving fragments of The Satyricon who manifested a strong discontent with Roman politics. While guests at Trimalchio’s banquet lamented the economic decline and dwindling food supply—one even remarking that he would sell his house if the shortage worsened—their 'patriotism' always triumphed over their discontent, as another guest declared: “That’s the way life goes, believe me, you couldn’t name a better country, if it had the people.” In contrast, when they are satisfied with pleasure, they cry in one: “God save Augustus, the Father of his people.” The contrast between Trimalchio and Eumolpus is apparent. Dressed in a purple toga—a color usually reserved for the Roman Emperors—Trimalchio may have also been Petronius’ portrayal of the Emperor Nero. If so, the contrast between Trimalchio and Eumlpus may also portray the difference between tyrants and philosophers. A tyrant cares neither for philosophers, nor for the people around him, nor even for the ongoing famine. His life revolves solely around his own pleasures and power, spending his days basking in the empty adulations of his dinner guests, staging trivial spectacles, and brutally punishing his slaves and wife for any disobedience. While philosophers and poets provoke thought and expose the flaws of contemporary society, tyrants view them as threats to social stability.
 
In 65 AD, the philosopher and playwright Seneca, who had been the tutor of Nero, committed suicide, as did his nephew, the poet Lucan. A year later, Petronius, the author of The Satyricon was forced to commit suicide because Nero viewed him a threat to his power. The ancient art of rhetoric and poetry succumbed to silent emptiness. The poet Eumolpus fights this emptiness with his verses, which condemn and satirize Nero’s tyranny. His struggle against intellectual destitution is his resistance against tyranny.
 
Petronius echoed this sentiment through the words of Giton:
 
Ubi arma non sunt, libere loquor.
 
(Where there are no weapons around, I speak freely.)
 
 

The Bacchae—War and Madness
 
War, the deadly invention and the greatest vice of human civilization, has long been romanticized under the banner of nationalism. War has been praised as the effective means of protecting the nation, manifesting strength, and accumulating wealth. War, for the extremists, becomes an easy rallying cry, invoked hastily whenever their own interests are perceived to be under threat. Yet at its core, war is nothing more than the wild, frenzied application of violence—a descent into collective madness.
 
The madness of war is not only evident in modern society, but also in Classical Greece. In the Peloponnesian war—the war between Athens and Sparta, there are numerous incidents in which the frenzy of war was aroused by politicians, manifested in madness, and pacified in defeat. Pericles’ funeral oration in 431 B.C. evoked the Athenians’ frenzy for war; the Athenians, in order to gain the support of the Melians, campaigned against Milos and beastly massacred its men in 416 B.C. The fanatical war ended with the Spartan defeat of Athens in 405 B.C. , and in the same year, Euripides’s play The Bacchae was staged at the Great Dionysia.
 
The Bacchae is a play centered on the theme of "frenzy." In it, Dionysus—the god of wine and ecstasy, and the son of Zeus—returns to his native city of Thebes to vindicate the honor of his mother, Semele, daughter of Cadmus, the city's legendary founder. Semele's sisters had scorned her, refusing to believe that Dionysus was the son of Zeus, and mocking her death. To avenge this insult, Dionysus seeks to punish the people of Thebes. His wrath is particularly directed at Pentheus, the current king, who has refused to acknowledge Dionysus’s divinity or include him in religious rites.
 
Upon Dionysus’s arrival in Thebes, he introduced the “Bacchanal”—a worship practice of Dionysus where women experiences frenzy with dances, wine, and music—to the Thebans. Cadmus,  acknowledging Dionysus’s power to bring madness to people, honors him with proper reverence, but Pentheus denounces his ecstatic cult, puts him in chains, and denies him worship.
 
To punish Pentheus, Dionysus lures him to the Bacchic rites, where the king, driven mad by the god, is ultimately torn apart by his own mother, Agave, in a frenzied trance. In her madness, Agave believes she is slaying a wild beast, and proudly brings the severed head of Pentheus to her father, Cadmus. Only as the haze of madness lifts does she realize the horrifying truth: she has killed her own son. The tragedy reaches its devastating climax, and The Bacchae concludes with the people of Thebes confronted by the overwhelming and inescapable power of the gods.
 
The play most obviously underscores the importance of revering the gods; however, the god Dionysus in this play does not seem very “godlike”. He appears not in the form of a god but the form of a human being, as indicated in his own introduction at the very beginning of this play:
 
“I am the god, Dionysus, son of Zeus.
I have taken human form (βροτησίαν) and come back here to Thebes.” (1-2)
 
“Human form” reappears in his opening soliloquy. It was stressed when he expressed his purpose of coming to Thebes:
 
“But if Thebes tries to drive my Bacchae
From the mountains by force or arms,
I will marshal my Maenads and bring on war.
I have readied myself for battle:
Put my deity aside and taken human form (εἰς ἀνδρὸς).” (51-5)
 
By setting aside his divine form and appearing as a mortal, Dionysus enacts his punishment on Pentheus and the Thebans through distinctly human means—namely, war. 
 
Dionysus seeks revenge against the impious Pentheus by throwing the daughters of Cadmus in a violent frenzy for battle and killing. The fanatic scene is portrayed along many arms commonly used in war:
 
“Once they [the daughters of Cadmus] saw him [Pentheus] again, my master [Pentheus] in his tree,
They climbed a bluff opposite his perch
And started pelting him with stones,
Throwing fir branches over
Like javelins, their fennel wands like spears.” (1104-8)
 
Agave’s mother, overwhelmed by the madness of war, does not realize that it was her son who was pleading before her. Her “eyes were rolling” and her mouth was “filled with foam in the grip of the god and the god’s frenzy”. With the strength of god, she tears off Pentheus’s skin and cuts off his head. This violent scene underscores the devastating power of war-induced madness.
 
*
 
In The Bacchae, Dionysus embodies far more than the god of wine and ecstasy; he also emerges as the instigator of a deeper, more terrifying frenzy—the madness of war and destruction. Pentheus, a character who is antagonistic to Dionysus, accuses the madness bought by Dionysus and persists to his own order and reason. He calls Dionysus’s rites “mad”:
 
“Go and play your dancing games,
But don’t smear your madness over me.” (346-7)
 
He also views the Dionysian rites as something that is polluting the Theban women:
 
“Find that effeminate stranger,
The one who’s polluting our woman, emptying our beds.” (353-4)
 
Pentheus’s death is more than just a punishment for his impiousness. His death shows that all human efforts attempting to pull an irrational crowd from madness to rationality are futile. His death proclaims the victory of Dionysus and his madness. 
 
In a society where war is romanticized by honor and glory, and madness is often regarded as a divine gift, Euripides—writing The Bacchae outside Athens near the end of the Peloponnesian War—conveys a deeply pessimistic view of reason. Through this tragedy, he reveals a profound cynicism and delivers a stark warning to the Athenian audience about the brutality and uncontrollable force of war-driven madness. The play ends with the Chorus lamenting over the destruction brought on by Dionysus, saying:
 
“What we least expect is fashioned by the gods,
And that is what has happened here today.” (1391-2)
 
 

The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man—Escaping the Chains
 
Daedalus interea Creten longumque perosus
exilium tactusque soli natalis amore
clausus erat pelago, ‘terras licet’ inquit, ‘et undas
obstruat, at caelum certe patet; ibimus illac!
omina possideat, non possidet aera Minos.’
dixit et ignotas animum dimittit in artes.
 
—Ovid, Metamorphoses VIII.183-8
 
(But Daedalus abhorred the Isle of Crete—
and his long exile on that sea-girt shore,
increased the love of his own native place.
“Though Minos blocks escape by sea and land.”
He said, “The unconfined skies remain
though Minos may be lord of all the world
his sceptre is not regnant of the air,
and by that untried way is our escape.”
This said, he turned his mind to arts unknown.)
 
(Translated by Brookes More, 1922)
 
Daedalus, a talented Athenian craftsman, was imprisoned in the labyrinth which he had created for king Minos of Crete to confine the Minotaur. He wished to escape the labyrinth, yet the land and the sea routes were obstructed by Minos. Realizing that Minos had no control over the skies, Daedalus decided to “devote his soul in the unknown arts” by crafting himself and his son metal wings. The skillful craft of making wings is an art which Daedalus had used for his escape and liberty. 
 
James Joyce undoubtedly had the myth of Daedalus in mind when he wrote his semi-autobiographical novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. He opens the work with a Latin quotation from Ovid and gives his protagonist the telling name Stephen Daedalus. This allusion immediately raises two central questions: To what extent does Stephen resemble the Daedalus of Greek mythology? And what, precisely, is he trying to escape?
 
Rather than address these questions overtly, Joyce chooses to explore them through his narrative. In a carefully constructed chronological arc, he charts the intellectual and emotional development of a young Irish boy. The style of narration evolves alongside the protagonist, growing in complexity and subtlety as Stephen himself matures.
 
Broadly speaking, the novel’s structure can be divided into two key movements: the construction of Stephen’s labyrinth, and his eventual flight from it.
1.The Labyrinth
  The entire novel began in a whimsy tone with a catchy and repetitious nursery rhyme:
 
“Once upon a time and a very good time it was there was a moocow coming down along the road and this moocow that was coming down along the road met a nicens little boy named baby tuckoo…”
 
With the innocent words of a naive child, Joyce introduces Stephen's world. Early scenes depict joyful moments dancing with his uncle Charles and Dante (Mrs. Riordan), a family friend. But as Stephen grows older, he begins to recognize the cracks in these relationships. The simple, childlike language gradually gives way to a more complex and mature narration.
 
One of the earliest disillusionments occurs during a Christmas dinner, where a fierce argument erupts between Stephen’s father, Mr. Dedalus, and Dante. The dispute centers around religion—particularly Catholicism. Mr. Dedalus criticizes the clergy’s involvement in politics and laments how religion has stifled Ireland’s potential. Dante, a fervent Catholic, counters with conviction:
 
“The bishops and priests of Ireland have spoken and they must be obeyed.”
 
When Mr. Casey joins in, claiming Catholicism—being of foreign origin—has oppressed the Irish people, Dante accuses him of betrayal:
 
"God and religion before everything.” 
 
This scene captures the tension between nationalism and religious authority in Irish society. For Stephen, it marks the beginning of his own entrapment in a spiritual labyrinth.
As Stephen advances through school, this labyrinth deepens. At Clongowes Wood College, his teacher Father Arnall enforces a rigid Catholic discipline. Students are made to attend communion, study Latin, and are punished harshly for minor offenses. When Stephen is beaten unjustly for losing his glasses, he becomes “very quiet and obedient,” internalizing the pain and humiliation.
 
During adolescence, he writes his first poem to a girl named Emma, with whom he walks to the tram. This experience of a tender, youthful affection awakens something in him. He realizes that the voices of the fathers urging him to be a good catholic are nothing but hollow sounds. He thus decides to cease his quest for religion:
 
“The din of all these hollow-sounding voices made him halt irresolutely in the pursuit of phantoms.”
 
Reflecting on his childhood, Stephen laments that all he remembers are communions and the empty names of friends long gone. His memories have “faded out like a film in the sun.”
A yearning for life and experience supplies his desire to liberate himself from the confining obligations of Catholicism, and a youthful desire for sensational pleasure draws him to the arms of perfumed women. He feels that he has finally awakened: “He had awoken from a slumber of centuries.” “His blood was in revolt.” “He wanted to sin.” Joyce wrote. 
 
But this new path leads him into another labyrinth—one of guilt and spiritual torment. The sermons of Father Arnall, filled with vivid depictions of hellfire and damnation, fill Stephen with fear and remorse. Believing he must atone, he throws himself into religious devotion once more, this time with rigorous self-discipline.
2.The Flight
 
 “I have amended, have I?”
 
Stephen asked himself after a series of confessions, sensing that religion could not expiate his sins nor satisfy the deeper longings in his soul. “The oils of ordination would never anoint his body.” Stephen begins his search to find some other means to escape from the labyrinth of religion.
 
One day, walking along the shore, he experiences a revelation. As he hears the name of the “fabulous artificer,” he envisions a winged figure rising above the sea:
 
“Now, at the name of the fabulous artificer, he seemed to hear the noise of dim waves and to see a winged form flying above the waves and slowly climbing the air…through the mists of childhood and boyhood…This was the call of life…not the inhuman voice that had called him to the pale service of the altar.” 
 
Stephen has heard the call. Like the mythic Daedalus, he must rely not on faith or repentance but on creation. If religion builds the labyrinth, art becomes the wings. He resolves to use his soul’s power for artistic creation. Only art, born from suffering and shaped by vision, can lift him from the depths of his entrapment. 
 
*
 
The story, portraying the early life of a young artist, reveals the process of Daedalus’ self-realization. The young man is searching for his own portrait. His sense of oppression under religion and lament over a forgotten childhood made him question his identity, and the calling of life allowed him to realize that one can only seek one’s portrait in one’s life and creation, not in the imposed orders and norms. From a callow child to a thoughtful individual, from a confined spirit to a smithy of creation, Daedalus eventually sought his portrait: “(he was) a priest of eternal imagination, transmuting the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everlasting life.” 
 
However, this book conveys more than the protagonist’s self-realization and his relationship with religion. The catholic religion is a symbol of the dominant European culture. In this book, the Irish protagonist Stephen was taught not only the European religion, but also the European languages and histories. In his childhood, the fathers impart him Latin and the history of Greece and Rome. “My soul frets in the shadow of his language”, says Stephen, suggesting that English, the language of England, is foreign and indifferent to him. Not only religion is the object of his rebel, but the entire oppressive European education which he had received as a child. 
 
Furthermore, considering the historical context of Ireland—particularly the Early Christian period and the nationalism movements of Joyce’s time—the construction of the labyrinth and Stephen’s attempts to escape from it take on an even greater significance. Stephen Dedalus is not merely an ordinary child grappling with personal identity and spiritual conflict; he also embodies the struggles of Ireland itself. Just as Stephen navigates the labyrinth of Catholicism, political oppression, and national identity, so too does Ireland, which, at the time of Joyce’s writing, was seeking to break free from centuries of religious dominance.
 
Thus, this book is not only about Daedalus’ self-realization, but also about nationalism and the Irish identity. Daedalus and many other characters embody different opinions upon Irish nationalism. Dante represents the conservatives, who refuse to change and believe that the Irish identity is rooted in catholicism. Stephen’s father Mr.Daedalus is one of the most fierce advocates of breaking free from religion and seeking something that is truly Irish. Another character more extreme than Mr.Daedalus is Davin, a young man Stephen met in college. In class, Davin questions Stephen on his identity: “Are you Irish at all? Why don’t you learn Irish?” Davin believes that as an Irish, one has to be free from all foreign influences and seek that which truly belongs to the Irish. Stephen confronts him, saying: “This race and this country and this life produced me, I shall express myself as I am.” Different from Davin and other extreme nationalists, Daedalus believed that the Irish identity has already been formed through the English language and the Roman religion. “My ancestors threw off their language and took another…” he said, “the soul is born…when the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly by these nets.”
 
Given his earlier failed attempt to break free from the grip of religion, it is unsurprising that Stephen approaches the concept of nationalism with a similarly cautious and tempered understanding. To reject all foreign influence—particularly the English language—would require nothing less than the complete reinvention of the Irish identity. Yet such reinvention is, in Stephen's view, an impossibility, for these foreign elements have already taken deep root in the Irish psyche. Language, culture, and history have become inextricably entangled, and to sever those ties would not purify the Irish spirit but rather diminish its complexity. Ordination offers no true escape, nor would blind allegiance to nationalist ideals provide genuine freedom.
 
While Daedalus’ art, in Greek mythology, was merely a tool for escape, Stephen’s art must confront the various “nets” that he attempted to transcend. Daedalus flees Crete; Stephen does not flee Ireland. Stephen continues to live in that English speaking, Catholicism worshipping society of the Irish. Perhaps for Joyce, the true artifice rests not in fleeting the maze, but in the recreation of its walls. 
 
Stephen’s understanding of nationalism is revealed in the final scenes of the novel:
 
“O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race.”
 
He is trying to create the conscience of the Irish through literature that portrays the reality of the Irishmen. While Davin attempts to re-define the Irish past, Daedalus aims to create the Irish future by referencing life—the eternal present.
 
 

Tears of Odysseus
 
The Odyssey was written by a woman, states Samuel Butler in his book The Authoress of the Odyssey. This argument is not without merit. A cursory reading of the epic reveals a striking abundance of detail in the depiction of women’s lives, as well as recurring themes of motherhood and marriage. Moreover, compared to The Iliad, the characters are rendered with an unprecedented sensitivity to emotion, often described as “womanly.” However, this essay does not center on gender; rather, it analyzes the story through the recurring symbol of “tears”—an expression traditionally associated with femininity—within The Odyssey.
1.Tears and Maturity
The entire narrative begins in Ithaca, the homeland of King Odysseus. Having left to fight in the Trojan War, Odysseus had been absent for over seventeen years. During his long absence, approximately 108 wealthy and arrogant suitors—men eager to marry Queen Penelope—invaded his home, squandering his wealth. Unwilling to surrender herself to another man, Penelope, overwhelmed with grief, wept in solitude in her chamber:
 
“She fell to weeping for Odysseus, her beloved husband
Till watchful Athena sealed her eyes with welcome sleep.”(1.418-9)
 
Her son Telemachus was also “sitting among the suitors, (with) heart obsessed with grief” (1.133). But just after he had been told by Athena that his father Odysseus was still alive, his juvenile feebleness was overcome by a hardened spirit. Determined not to live under the scorn of the suitors any longer, he spoke firmly to them: 
 
“You must leave my palace.”
“But I’ll be lord of my own house and servants.”(1.430-455)
 
The goddess Athena then propelled Telemachus into action, sending him on a quest to find news of his long-lost father. Before his departure, he comforted his weeping old nurse:
 
“Courage, old woman…
She (Penelope) mustn’t mar her lovely face with tears.” (2.410-6)
 
Here, the tears of Penelope and the maid highlight Telemachus's shift towards maturity. He, having been propelled by this hardened spirit, first sailed to Sparta, where he met king Menelaus and the well-known Helen.
2.Tears and Trauma
When Telemachus arrived at the realm of Menelaus, he was received with generous hospitality. They feasted on abundant meats and drank deeply of rich wine. Once they finished eating, Menelaus inquired about their identity. Realizing that they had come seeking news of Odysseus, he cried as “tears streamed down his cheeks”(3.128). Then, he began to recount his griefs: the death of his brother Agamemnon, his warriors dying on the wide plains of Troy, and the unknown fate of Odysseus. He claimed that he would rather have all his friends alive than to possess so much wealth. Clearly, Menelaus was traumatized by the memory of the Trojan war. 
These tears of Menelaus resonate with the deep sorrow that pervades the lives of many returning soldiers, a sorrow that Odysseus too carries with him. In the eighth book, after Odysseus had been rescued from Calypso by the gods and drifted to the shores of King Alcinous, Alcinous held a giant feast for him and invited a bard to sing his accomplishments at Troy. He sang how Odysseus plundered the city of Troy with his excellent design of the wooden horse. But instead of being filled with pride, he “melted into tears…as a woman weeps.”(8.586-8) He seemed both traumatized by his experience in war and tortured by his homesickness. 
 
What did he experience in the Trojan war? The answer is to be found in the eleventh book: when Odysseus was traveling through the kingdom of the dead, he saw “girls with their tender hearts freshly scarred by sorrow, and armies of the battle dead, stabbed by bronze spears”(11.44-5). Then, he heard the ghost of the field marshal describe the violent scenes in the Trojan war: “all my comrades killed, no mercy, one after another”(11.467), “You (Odysseus) in your day have witnessed hundreds slaughtered, killed in single combat or killed in pitched battle, true”(11.471-2), and “the death cry of Cassandra, Priam’s daughter—the most piteous thing I heard!”(11.476). These violent scenes in the awful war have stirred a sense of remorse in the heart of Odysseus, providing a glimpse into Odysseus and Menelaus’s traumatic memory. 
 
Odysseus was not only traumatized by his experience in war but also his journey home. Calypso had imprisoned him in her cave for seven years, hoping to share a bed with him who was “handsome as a god”. Odysseus remained in her cave, “always drenching with my (his) tears the immortal clothes Calypso gave me (him)”(7.298-9). In the tenth book, having escaped from the violent Cyclops and remembering all their agonies, he and his men bursted into cries, “wailing, streaming live tears.”(10.220). Likewise, when queen Circe had bathed Odysseus and his comrades and told them that they must traverse the kingdom of the dead, Odysseus bursted into tears in mixed emotions: “I knelt in her bed and wept, I’d no desire to go on living and see the rising light of day.”(10.547-8) Tears in The Odyssey certainly serve as indications for traumatic memories and sentiments. 
 
But why must Odysseus endure so much traumatic incidents in distant islands before he returns home? Apart from the will of gods, I believe that the answer rests in the Greek concept of nostos. This word is translated as “return”; however, derived from the Indo-European root “nes-”, it also consists the meaning of  “returning to light and life” (Nagy, 2013). In order for one to return to life, one must, at first, experience death. These traumatic events and sufferings metaphorically force Odysseus to experience a form of “death.”
3.Tears, Death, and Oblivion
In The Odyssey, death is something that one is able to experience alive; it does not entirely mean the corruption of the physical body (physical death), it can also be interpreted as being secluded from one’s family and loved ones. To die means to be in separate worlds, and to be in very distant places without contact is very similar to being in separate worlds. This interpretation of death is deduced from Odysseus’s journey through the kingdom of dead (realm of Persephone) in book eleven.
 
Upon first stepping into the kingdom, he saw the ghost of his mother—unaware till that moment her passing—and wept:
 
“Whom I (Odysseus) had left alive when I sailed for sacred Troy,
I broke into tears to see her here, but filled with pity.”(11.97-8)
 
His mother perished from the weight of her longing for him. She had always been distant from her son Odysseus. Filled with grief, he tried to hug his mother, yet:
 
“Three times I (Odysseus) rushed toward her, desperate to hold her,
Three times she fluttered through my fingers, sifting away
Like a shadow, dissolving like a dream.”(11.235-7)
 
Next, Odysseus saw the ghost of his friend King Agamemnon. Agamemnon told him that after he had returned home, his wife Clytemnestra, along with her new lover, put him to death. Agamemnon had expected warm welcomes from his family, but instead, he was secluded and betrayed. He cried: 
 
“We left her behind when we went to war,
With an infant boy she nestled at her breast.
That boy must sit and be counted with the men now…
But my wife—she never even let me feast my eyes on my own son;
She killed me first, his father.”(11.507-14)
 
He sat down with Odysseus, “trading heartsick stories, deep in grief, as tears streamed down our (their) faces”(11.528-9). Then, Odysseus met the ghost of Achilles, a hero killed by Paris in the Trojan war. The ghost of Achilles was grieving, because he, not having made his journey back home, was forever severed from his family. When he saw Odysseus, he asked:
 
“Tell me the news of my gallant son…tell me of noble Peleus (father of Achilles).”(11.559-62)
 
Three heroic men wept. Their tears convey sentiments that are related to their families: Odysseus and Achilles may regret not having been able to keep their loved ones company, while Agamemnon would grieve for the betrayal by his family. The mother of Odysseus, along with Agamemnon and Achilles, lived among the dead—their bodies decayed and distant, forever severed from their families.
 
In order for Odysseus to succeed in his “return”(“nostos”), he must endure “death”—being distant from his family. His entire journey, having been driven by the gods, was an experience of “death”.
 
Death could also mean being left in oblivion. One who is forgotten in life may be viewed as dead, but one who is always remembered will live on, regardless of whether he still walks the earth. Odysseus, not having returned home for years, was forgotten and considered dead by his son Telemachus. Before having been inspired by Athena, Telemachus described him as “a man whose white bones lie strewn in the rain somewhere”(1.188). However, Penelope, crying for the assumed physical death of her husband, thought that he was alive: “how I long for my husband—alive in memory, always”(1.395).
 
Oblivion in The Odyssey has the positive effect of soothing pain; it often appears after someone sheds tears. When Menelaus was overwhelmed by the traumatic memory of the Trojan war and crying, his wife Helen “slipped a drug, dissolving anger”(4.245) into the mixing bowl from which they drank wine and made them forget their pains. When Odysseus and his comrades wept for their sufferings, the bewitching queen Circe offered them a potion to “wipe their memories any thought of home”(10.260). Food and banquets served as instruments of oblivion. King Alcinous offered Odysseus food when he melted into tears listening to the chantings of the bard. A banquet was offered to the suitors in the first book to make them forget their anger.
 
However, oblivion seemed to be an enemy for Odysseus’s return (“nostos”). In the ninth book, when Odysseus visited the land of the lotus-eaters, those of his comrades who ate the lotus lost their consciousness of home and therefore cannot return home. But Odysseus managed to bring them back: “back to the hollow ships, and streaming tears.”(9.110-1) Here, the streaming tears stand as symbols of the pains and sufferings on the journey, and as contrast to the “sweet lotuses” that bring sweet forgetfulness. 
 
With this in mind, it seems that every act Odysseus carried out himself on his journey home—battling the Cyclopes, rescuing his comrades from the Lotus-Eaters, and clinging to his ship in the midst of tempests—was his struggle against “death”: against distance from his family, against being forgotten. In other words, it was a fight against the loss of his social identity, for that identity is woven from the threads of human connection. “(Odysseus was) hoping to glimpse some sign of human labor, catch some human voices.” (10.161-2) The odyssey for one’s identity is one’s struggle against oblivion. He struggles for his return so that he would be remembered by his family again, so that he would reclaim his identity as the king of Ithaca, yet, in order to return, he must “die”—he must be distant and forgotten. This is the central dilemma which I perceived in the first eleven books. 
4.Tears and Reunion
In the thirteenth book, Athena put Odysseus in sleep and sent him back to Ithaca. “An irresistible sleep fell deeply on his eyes, the sweetest, soundest oblivion.”(13.91-2) Changing his identity, she disguised him as a poor beggar and then sent him to an old swineherd Eumaeus. When his son Telemachus returned from his search, he came to Eumaeus and saw the beggar Odysseus. He did not realize that he was his father. The beggar Odysseus rose to call him, while Telemachus replied: “Stay where you are, stranger.”(16.49) Having been disguised, he was completely unrecognized by his son. It wasn’t until Athena interfered that Telemachus realized the true identity of his father. The two men cried and kissed each other: “The tears streamed down and wet the ground” (16.216).
 
The two men then plot to get rid of the suitors. Telemachus took the beggar Odysseus to his house where the beggar Odysseus was insulted by the arrogant suitors. Under Athena's influence, Penelope chose to extend her hospitality to the beggar Odysseus, unaware of his true identity. That night, as a maid was washing the beggar Odysseus’s feet, she noticed a scar and recognized him as her master, Odysseus.
 
The next day, knowing that Odysseus had returned, the suitors wept: “tears flooded their eyes, hearts possessed by grief.”(20.389) Then, having inspired by Athena, Odysseus killed the suitors with a giant bow. Food and blood showered across the floor and the breads were soaked in great filth. Then the woman crowed in, streaming warm tears, to carry out the the bodies of the dead. With the suitors killed, the maid informed Penelope and “her eyes (were) streaming with tears”(23.35). 
 
Odysseus was forgotten no more. Through Athena’s prudent guidance, he was recognized again by his family; no longer tormented by past traumas, he restored peace by violently slaying the suitors. He was “dead” no longer—reclaiming his social identity as the king of Ithaca, he resurrected from the shadows of his former oblivion. He has completed his “nostos”. 
 
During Odysseus’s journey home, he underwent a shift in social identity. The goddess Athena molded him into whatever form she desired, so that he was seen as a stranger. In his twist-filled journey, he encountered many "deaths." Amidst these turmoils, something of him remained unchanged. His essential self endured, whether he was distant, secluded, or presumed dead. Plato described something similar in his Phaedo. He held that I (and all persons) will survive the death and destruction of my body insofar as what I essentially am is a simple, immaterial soul, something whose own essence is being alive. This yields the direct implication that, insofar as I will survive the death of my body, I am justified in anticipating post-mortem experiences. 
 
Odysseus, having experienced “death” through his journey, is ultimately redeemed and justified in his return.
 
The story ends with book 24, where Odysseus returned to the kingdom of death and met the ghost of his father Laertes, who was about to weep:
 
“Father—I am your son—myself, the man you’re seeking,
Home after twenty years, on native ground at last!
Hold back your tears, your grief.”(24.359-61)
 
When Odysseus left the kingdom of death, the ghost of Antinous, the first suitor whom Odysseus killed, wept in tears. Athena soon brought peace among the ghosts, and from then on, nothing but peace prevailed.
 
 

The Aeneid & Route 110
1.
 
Quam multa in silvis autumni frigore primo
Lapsa cadunt folia, aut ad terram gurgite ab alto
Quam multae glomeratur aves, ubi frigidus annus
Trans pontum fugat et terris immittit apricis.
 
(Continuous as the streaming leaves nipped off
By first frost in the autumn woods, or frost of birds
Blown inland from the stormy ocean, when the year
Turns cold and drives them to migrate
To countries in the sun.)
 
—The Aeneid VI.309-12 (Translated by Seamus Heaney)
 
Such Romantic lines were applied by the Roman poet Vergil to describe the dead souls which the Trojan prince Aeneas, son of Venus, saw when he approached the underworld under the guidance of the Sibyl of Cumae.
 
Unlike the author of The Iliad, who saw death as the ultimate end and excluded descriptions of the underworld—thus highlighting the cruelty of war—Vergil views death more sanguinely, seeing it as merely a process of separation and transformation—a passage in which the soul departs from the body to enter the underworld, only to be reborn into the upper world in the form of another human being. Dead souls in Vergil’s epic are still able to interact with the living. Creusa, the wife of Aeneas, reappears to him in Book II as a ghost after her death. The dead in Vergil’s epic haunt the living as if they are imperishable memories. Aeneas, led by Sibyl and the sacred twin doves of Venus, encounters many souls and painful memories in his journey through the underworld.
 
At first, he encounters the soul of Palinurus, the coxswain of his ship, by the river Styx. Unable to cross, Palinurus remains stranded because he perished at sea and did not receive a proper burial. The souls that cannot cross the river are denied rebirth, they are condemned eternally in the underworld without any hope of resurrection. Aeneas was again tormented by the memories of their weary wanderings at sea.
 
Then, after the boatman Charon ferries them across the river, Aeneas enters the Field of Mourning, where the souls of those forsaken by love gather. There he sees his past lover queen Dido, who committed suicide after Aeneas left her. Feeling regretful, he speaks to her, explaining that he left her not of his own will, but that of the Gods. The shade of the dead queen quickly turned into the shadow of her dead husband Sychaeus and Aeneas sheds tears in remorse.
 
He continues to go across the fields of the war heroes, where Aeneas meets his comrades from the Trojan war and re-experiences many grief. Eventually, he saw the ghost of his father Anchises. Anchises prophesied that the descendants of Aeneas would someday find Rome, a country that would eventually rule the world and reach a golden age of peace under the leadership of a Caesar. After addressing such to Aeneas, he escorted him and the Sibyl through the ivory gate, the gate of false dreams, so that none of his experiences would be remembered.
 
The sixth book is regarded as the greatest in The Aeneid for its poignant descriptions of the underworld, exploring the intricate connections between life, death, and memory. However, it is also the most controversial of the twelve books due to its praise of Augustan autocracy. Although the promise of a new nation's birth that follows Aeneas’ journey through the underworld also evokes a sense of hope and redemption, it seems to tie all the wearying journey, mournful love, brutal war that Aeneas has experienced personally with the grand narrative of Rome’s destiny, suggesting that individual and personal sufferings are a part of a larger divine plan.
 
2.
 
Irish poet and Nobel Laureate Seamus Heaney began translating the sixth book of The Aeneid after the death of his father, and it was the last book he completed before his own death in 2013. Inspired by Aeneas’ journey through the underworld of past memories, Heaney composed poems that intertwined his own present with his remembered past. In Route 110, he juxtaposes Aeneas’ descent into the underworld with moments from the arc of his own life, from his adolescence in the 1950s to the birth of his grandchild. The poem begins with a scene in which Heaney buys a copy of The Aeneid in a bookstore:
 
In a stained front-buttoned shopcoat—
……
Smelling of dry rot and disinfectant
She emerges.
……
Dustbreath bestirred in the cubicle mouth,
I inhaled as she slid my purchase
Into a deckle-edged brown paper bag.
 
The entire store appears old and dim, and the tone is somber. The shopkeeper becomes Heaney’s parallel to the Sibyl of Cumae. Just as the Sibyl guided Aeneas into the underworld, the shopkeeper, by selling him The Aeneid, leads Heaney into Vergil’s world. This scene is immediately followed by a depiction of Smithfield Market on a Saturday, “melodious with canaries, green and bold.” The narrator rushes through the market, Aeneid in hand:
 
Past booths and the jambs of booths with their displays
Of canvas schoolbags, maps, prints, plaster plaques…
 
The melodious market and the imagery of schoolbags create a vibrant, bustling scene of youth and childhood. The alliteration and enumeration contribute to a brisk, energetic tone as the narrator hurries forward.
 
Next, the narrator finds himself among the crowds at a bus station, where a bus inspector “separated and directed everybody by calling not the names but the route numbers,” resembling Charon ferrying souls across the river Styx. The narrator chooses Route 110—Cookstown via Toome and Magherafelt.
 
As the journey continues, memories of childhood resurface. The narrator envisions doves, sacred to Venus and substitutes for the twin doves that guide Aeneas, leading him from a wedding in Italy to McNicholls’ kitchen, where grains and oats are wrapped in glittering foil. The language shifts from the formal to the colloquial, making these recollections vivid and immediate:
 
“Wrapped in a second husk of glittering foil
They’d saved from chocolate bars, they pinched and clinched
‘To give the wee altar a bit of shine.’”
 
Death soon enters the narrative. “It was the age of ghosts,” Heaney writes, forcefully opening the sixth section of the poem, where he recounts sitting like a stranger to himself upon hearing that Michael, a swimmer, was lost in the Bristol Channel:
 
“For three nights we kept conversation going
Around the waiting trestles. By the fourth
His coffin, with the lid on, was in place.”
 
Michael, possibly a fictional figure, contrasts with Palinurus and other unburied souls in The Aeneid. While those souls cannot cross the Styx, Michael’s coffin, “with the lid on,” suggests that he has completed his passage.
 
The horrors of war that Aeneas witnesses in the underworld are paralleled by the social violence of Northern Ireland:
 
And what in the end was there left to bury
Of Mr. Lavery, blown up in his own pub?
……
They buried thirteen who’d been shot in Derry,
Or of bodies…
Not to be laid in war graves with full honors.
 
The reference to the thirteen shot in Derry alludes to Bloody Sunday (January 30, 1972), when British soldiers killed 13 Catholic civil rights demonstrators.
 
During this period of violence, Heaney describes himself as withdrawing, waiting “in the shadowy banks,” observing, yet powerless to intervene:
 
“We’d just wait and watch and fish...
Among shades and shadows stirring on the brink
And stood there watching, watching…”
 
The imagery of shadows conveys a sense of despair and helplessness. Yet the poem does not end in darkness. Instead, light ultimately overcomes the shadows. “It was the age of births,” Heaney writes. He picks fresh flowers from the backyard, signifying renewal, and proclaims that his long vigil by the shaded bank has ended. In the final scene, his entire family gathers around his newborn grandchild:
 
“As her earthlight breaks and we gather around
Talking baby talk.”
 
Here, past despair and hopelessness transform into tender words; the violent clamor of history is quieted by the gentle murmur of new life. The baby, similar to Anchises’ vision of Rome, offers a sense of hope for the future. Yet, unlike the promise in Vergil’s epic, the presence of the baby does not guarantee a golden age of peace and prosperity. Heaney’s own plot of the descent into the underworld shifts the narrative from great heroes to ordinary men. He sees Aeneas’s journey in the underworld as a journey into one’s deepest memories and emotions. By linking the plot of The Aeneid with his own life, he sheds light on the importance of personal experiences—the grief and joys of an individual—rather than the lofty promise. 
 
The journey through the underworld—reliving personal memories—is ultimately a path toward understanding and, perhaps, redemption. The light of a new era may not necessarily offer the certainty promised in The Aeneid, but it provides a glimpse of hope and continuity—a reminder that life, in all its complexity and fragility, endures, just as the birds migrate from the cold seas to the countries in the sun.
 
 

Tears of Achilles
A Reflection on Heroism Through The Iliad
 
To many people, The Iliad may not be an appealing book. It is long, out-of-date, and abundant with barely pronounceable names. However, Homer’s epic has inspired me to think about one of the most important questions: what does it take to be a hero?
 
Before we answer this question, we must distinguish who in this story has the privilege to share this honor: who can be counted as a hero?  In my childhood I would probably come up with the answer of Agamemnon. The reason is very simple: he is equipped with many honors. Being the son of Atreus, king of Mycenae, he has a noble background. And in the Trojan war, he himself was the leader of 100 ships from Argos. Besides, anyone who came to see him called him “Lord Agamemnon”. Like any simple person with a romantic vision of a hero, I thought that heroes must be both honorable and handsome, resembling those that appeared frequently in the movie theaters. Agamemnon was handsome in battle indeed, as in Robert Fagles’ translation: (Book II Line 669-672)
 
“…And there in midst, armed in gleaming bronze,
In all his glory, he towered high over his fighters—
He was the greatest warlord, he led by far the largest army.”
 
Despite being glorious on the battlefields, Agamemnon is actually a very unreasonable person. His wife Clytemnestra was waiting for his return, while he was trying to steal the booty of Achilles—a young girl named Briseis. He thought that she was merely an compensation for the loss of his booty—another young girl Chryseis—who was the daughter of Apollo’s priest Chryses. The Greek army had returned her to her farther in order to quench Apollo’s anger. Agamemnon was reluctant at first, for he simply wanted her. He told his army:(Book I Line 131-133)
 
“I want her mine in my own house! I rank her higher
Than Clytemnestra, my wedded wife—she’s nothing less
In build or breeding, in mind or works of hand.”
 
After she was taken away, Agamemnon turned his hands on Briseis. Which agitated Achilles son of Peleus. Feeling humiliated, Achilles decided to leave the Greek army behind. The two booties in the army are symbols of the Greek concept of areté, which could be interpreted here as the honor gained by being courageous on the battlegrounds. For Achilles, taking away Briseis probably meant denying his areté—An unacceptable act according to the ancient morals. 
 
The second answer that I would have come up with is either Patroclus friend of Achilles or Hector leader of the Trojan army. In a certain period of my life, we were told to believe that those who were brave enough to sacrifice themselves for their country were to be called heroes. We could see their portraits shown on the school walls and their stories dramatized to fit the emotion-provoking demand of patriotic education. Although the existence of the concept of patriotism in ancient Greece is questionable, they who disregard death were brave enough to be entitled as heroes. When many Greek leaders (Odysseus, Menelaus, Agamemnon…) were suffering from injury, Patroclus lead the army and faced the strong Trojan army. When Achilles declared his revenge on Hector, Hector faced his challenge and fought with Achilles, even though he knew that he could never win. Though Patroclus and Hector both died in battle, their courage to face a strong enemy won them manly areté that would be passed down for generations. 
 
After re-reading The Iliad this semester, I thought that the most-fitted person to call a hero is Achilles. According to Werner Jaeger, a famous scholar of the Classics, the character Achilles is an embodiment of both the wit of the eloquent Odysseus and the strength of Ajax son of Telamon, which made him the ideal of ancient Greek education. Despite being both intellectual and physical talented, many believe that he is also “heroic” for his selfless love towards Patroclus. Being doomed to live a short life, Achilles knew that if he chose to take revenge on Hector for taking Patroclus’s life, he would also die. However, he still decided to avenge his friend at the sake of his own life. This is an act of heroic love, and has been used by Phaedrus as an example in The Symposium. But what I truly appreciate in Achilles are the tears that he shed for Patroclus and Hector's father Priam.
When he went to see the body of Patroclus, regret, guilt and his own self-reproach were revealed in his tears. At that moment he felt sorry for leaving the Greek army behind. And with his eyes looking around the empty battlefields, he might also sensed the cruelty of war, just like what the narrator of Slaughterhouse-5 sensed when facing a burnt field with no sight of any living creature—anguish, small, and blank. At that moment all of the ornaments and glorifications of war seemed to be lost, only “humane” sentiments remained.
 
In Book XXIV, Achilles was moved when Priam supplicated him to return the body of Hector. At first he was reminded of his own father: (Book XXIV Line 570-571)
 
“Remember your own father, great godlike Achilles—
As old as I am, past the threshold of deadly old age!”
 
Then, Priam began to account his own life story:(Book XXIV Line 578-584)
 
“I fathered hero sons in the wide realm of Troy
And not a single one is left, I tell you
…
Fifty sons I had when the sons of Achaea came,
…
Most of them violent Ares cut the knees from under
But one, one was left me, to guard my walls, my people—
The one you killed the other day, my Hector!”
 
Those words stirred in Achilles' heart and evoked great sympathy. Then, he wept for his father, as if he had truly felt the pain of losing all one’s children in the cruel war. In summary, Achilles is someone who is brave in battle and perceivable of “human sentiments”. Being the son of goddess Thetis and mortal Peleus, he consists both the ruthlessness and brutality of the Olympus Gods and the tenderness or affection that belongs to mortal men. 
 
In fact, the distinction between Gods and Men in the Iliad is very significant. 
 
The Gods were always finding ways to create conflict and interfere with mortal businesses merely for their satisfaction. Aphrodite enforced Helen to make love to Paris, for many times did Apollo and Athene rekindle the flames of war, and even white-armed Hera seduced Zeus to sleep and secretly plotted against him. Many compared the Gods with ancient aristocrats acquired with political powers. They had control over nearly everything, but they were internally corrupt. The Gods in this book are selfish, conspiratorial and impertinent. Sometimes they even carry out physical harm to one another. 
 
Unlike those that dwell in the Olympus, the mortals demonstrate the immense significance of their loved ones. The Trojans and the Greeks would do anything to protect their family and friends. When Achilles killed the Trojan warrior Iphidamas, the author spent many lines describing his childhood and his loving family:(Book XI, Line 222-229)
 
“Iphidamas…tall and handsome…His grandfather Cisses, has raised him from infancy in his own place and, when Iphidamas reached the stage of youthful ambition, had done his best to keep him at home by offering him his daughter’s hand…”
 
We can also see that the mortals valued family over war and honor. The words that account Priam's dissuasion of Hector confronting Achilles further strengthens this point. 
Now we shall return to the original question: What does it take to be a hero? We have already gone through three different stages of hero’s definition. At first we have a very childish one claiming that the hero must be beautiful and glorious. Then, we had this very premature thought that those who are brave and fearless of death should be accounted as heroes. At last, we arrived at Achilles, a person who is godlike and humane, courageous yet sentimental, cruel but compassionate. 
The Iliad, which begins with Achilles' fury and ends with his tears, describes the hero's emotional process as well as his heroic battles. The victory that Achilles achieved in the final chapters was not due only to his talent in battle, but also to his humane sentiments. Compared with the previous chapters, we can see that this book added more requirements to what it takes to be a hero. 
It takes one two conflicting drives to be a hero. One drive fixes them to human sentiments, the other stretches towards its own direction, giving the “heroes” superhuman characteristics. Thus, all heroes are complicated in their own way. But all heroes wear the same armor—the armor of humanity, which I believe is also the armor that Hephaestus gave to Achilles. For it is carved with scenes from mortal Greek life:(Book XVIII Line 639-694)
 
“And he forged a fallow field, broad rich plowland
Tilled for the third time, and across it crews of plowmen
…
And he forged a king’s estate where harvesters labored,
Reaping the ripe grain, swinging their whetted scythes.
…
And the crippled Smith brought all his art to bear
On a dancing circle, broad as the circle Daedalus.
…
Here young boys and girls beauties around,
With costly gifts of oxen, danced and danced.”
 
A hero is not a hero without this shield; the hero is powerless without this armor. We now live in a society where the idea of self-sacrifice and honor-acquiring are just as prevalent as in the ancient times. Rereading the Iliad under such circumstances can help us understand that without a sense of humanity, a honorable death or a crucial contribution may not be an act of heroism, and the subject that conducts these actions may not be a hero. The flowing blood is a symbol of their bravery, but the tears that they shed composes an immortal epic.
 
 

Mortality
What makes a poem “modern”?
 
In August 1857, two months after Charles Baudelaire published his Les Fleurs du Mal, the French court decided to ban six poems from its contents due to their “excitement of the senses” and their “offending of public decency.” Lesbos, Femmes damné, Le Léthé, À celle qui est trop gaie, Les Bijoux, and Les Métamorphoses were the poems subject to this regulation. This regulation is not ungrounded, however, his poems contain many content that remains explicit even by today’s standards. Lust prevails in his poem The Metamorphosis of the Vampire, especially in the soliloquy of the seducer:
 
"My breasts, triumphant, staunch all tears; for me
Old men, like little children, laugh with glee.
For those who see me naked, I replace
Sun, moon, the sky, and all the stars in space.
I am so skilled, dear sage, in arts of pleasure,
That, when with man my deadly arms I measure,
Or to his teeth and kisses yield my bust,
Timid yet lustful, fragile, yet robust,
On sheets that swoon with passion — you might see
Impotent angels damn themselves for me.”
 
The Metamorphoses of the Vampire
Selected from Roy Campbell, Poems of Baudelaire (New York: Pantheon Books, 1952)
 
This leads to the question: what makes his poems “modern”? Why did later poets like T.S. Eliot and Arthur Rimbaud choose to follow such an advocate of licentious and hideous symbols? 
 
From the start, we could argue that the eroticism used in his poems does not serve for the sole purpose of arousing sensational pleasures. Take the second stanza of The Metamorphoses of the Vampire as an example:
 
“When she had sucked out all the marrow from my bones
And I languidly turned toward her
To give back an amorous kiss, I saw no more
Than a wine-skin with gluey sides, all full of pus!
Frozen with terror, I closed both my eyes,
And when I opened them to the bright light,
At my side, instead of the robust manikin
Who seemed to have laid in a store of blood,
There quivered confusedly a heap of old bones,
Which of themselves gave forth the cry of a weather-cock
Or of a sign on the end of an iron rod
That the wind swings to and fro on a winter night.”
 
The poem describes a male narrator (the Vampire) making love with a female seducer. The shift of the narrator’s emotions is evident. In the beginning the narrator desires the “triumphant breasts” of the seducer. However, when she finished sucking out the marrow of the narrator, she herself is drained and became “a wine-skin with gluey sides.” The narrator shifted his attitude from yearning to “terror”. The love-making not only transfigures the woman, but also drains all the hopes and longings of the man. Through erotic symbols, the melancholy that follows the “disillusionment of fantasy”, a sensation that was experienced in his age, is portrayed.
 
Taking this concept of “disillusionment” further, the narrator’s “terror” may also mark his realization of his own “Mortality”. In this poem, the Vampire attempts to seek comfort and redemption through love-making, but in the end, when "the heap of bones confusedly quivered”, when the speaker saw her face full of disgusting “pus”, he ceases to transcend and resolves to his reality. He realized that he could not achieve redemption and “escape his mortality” through her.
 
Yet, the connotation of “Mortality” is not confined to the disillusion of redemption-seeking, it also conveys a denial of perfection and sacredness: love and beauty do not commonly exist in elegant and sublime forms, on the contrary, they are often mingled with some of the most sordid and base of human desire. By shedding light on these, Baudelaire stands at the opposite of the French romanticists’ tradition. 
 
The romantic poets, though also employing many erotic symbols, commonly used them as an epitomizations of the divine beauty, as evident in The Odes of Pierre de Ronsard:
 
“I wish that I was Ixion and Tantalus, on the wheel and in the waters down below, and that naked I was pressing her naked in my arms, this beauty who is the equal of the angels. 
……
Seeing or touching the roundness of her breast could change my destiny as a lover, raising me to the majesty of the Princes of Asia; her kiss would make me a demi-god, and quenching my fire with my flesh against her flesh would make me one of those Gods who feast on Ambrosia.”
 
XILV, Le Premier Liver Des Amours
Excerpt From Selected Poems by Pierre Ronsard (Penguin Press.)
 
In the first stanza, the narrator compared the beauty of a mortal woman to that of an angel, a symbol of divine love and protection. Then, the sexual interactions in the following parts indicate that the narrator have gained a sense of divinity and sublimity in love, suggesting a state of transcendence. Through a woman as beautiful as an angel, he is made “a god who feast on Ambrosia.” 
 
This idealization of a mortal being is also present in the romantic poems of non-mythological themes. In a poem written by 16th century French poet Michel d’Amboise about his wife, he describes her as:
 
“she is so pretty and so very comely that if Nature had wished to improve on her, she (nature) would have failed, without the help of the gods.”
 
Selected from Renaissance Postscripts: Responding to Ovid's Heroides in Sixteenth-Century France. (The Ohio State University Press, 2009)
 
In this poem, her wife is the “femme secrette” who is hardly likely to display an immoral eloquence. Her beauty is “stable”, “unchanging”, and “permanent”. Unlike the female seducer who turned into “a wine-skin with gluey sides” in Baudelaire’s poems. 
 
Compared with earlier French poets, Baudelaire is certainly an odd rebel. 
 
The transcendence by beauty in Ronsard’s poem is not found in the works of Baudelaire. Contrary to the scene of apotheosis at the ending of the poem, evil is often that which derives from sexual love in Baudelaire’s poems, as we can see in the ending of À celle qui est trop gaie:
 
“And so, one night, I'd like to sneak, 
When night has tolled the hour of pleasure, 
A craven thief, towards the treasure 
Which is your person, plump and sleek.
 
To punish your bombastic flesh, 
To bruise your breast immune to pain, 
To farrow down your flank a lane 
Of gaping crimson, deep and fresh.
 
And, most vertiginous delight! 
Into those lips, so freshly striking 
And daily lovelier to my liking — 
Infuse the venom of my sprite.”
 
Selected from Roy Campbell, Poems of Baudelaire (New York: Pantheon Books, 1952)
 
The sexual tension culminates in the narrator’s violent ‘punishment’ of her flesh, where pleasure transforms into the ‘venom of the sprite,’ symbolizing the birth of evil.
 
The consistency and invariance in D’Amboise’s work is rarely found in Les Fleurs du Mal. Baudelaire’s masterpiece brims with contrasts and dissonances: cats are described as simultaneously “puissants et doux” (powerful and gentle), while a soul can move with both lighthearted ease and serenity. (Les Chats) (Élévation) 
 
Although the distinctions between Baudelaire’s poems and those of 16th-century France are significant, it would be misguided to assume that the essence of Baudelaire’s modernity lies solely in his unorthodox rejection of earlier poetic traditions or his deliberate use of eccentric metaphors and symbolism. In order to understand what makes his poems modern, we must set foot into the realms of classical literature, especially the works of Ovid, who was a precursor to Baudelaire’s exploration of human imperfection.
 
In the first book of The Metamorphosis, the Ovid described the shift from the golden age to the silver age:
 
“The Golden Age was first founded, which, without any avenger, of its own accord, without laws, practiced both faith and rectitude…Without occasion for soldiers, the minds of men, free from care, enjoyed an easy tranquillity.”
 
However, after the world was swayed by Jupiter, inferior ages were subsequently set in motion:
 
“The last Age was of hard iron. Immediately every species of crime burst forth, in this age of degenerated tendencies; modesty, truth, and honor took flight; in their place succeeded fraud, deceit, treachery, violence, and the cursed hankering for acquisition.”
 
Having lived through an age of chaotic turmoil and incessant warfare, Ovid may have lamented the denigration of the idle Golden Age into the Iron Age where “treachery and violence took place”. 
 
Apart from the fall of virtue and morals in The Metamorphosis, Ovid also recorded “immoral” actions of deceit and treachery in many of his great works. For example, in The Heroides IX, Ovid expounded a story about Phaedra and Hippolytus.
 
On the island of Crete, there was said to be a young woman named Phaedra. Her father was Minos, the king of Crete. She then married a man named Theseus, and fell in love with her stepson (Theseus’s son by another woman) Hippolytus. Driven by immense desire, Phaedra set out to pursue Hippolytus, but was repeatedly rejected. Feeling humiliated, she lied to her husband Theseus that Hippolytus tried to rape her. Eventually, Hippolytus was killed by the divine will of Poseidon, god of the oceans. Human desire is attested; treachery and deceit are evinced. 
 
Similar to that of Ovid, Baudelaire’s poems too unveiled the direful and licentious human desire that have been hindered by the masque of moral and religion, as well as an the aspiration towards an idyllic life yet unaffiliated by the burdens of modern society. Both are mingled in his work: J'aime le souvenir de ces époques nues.
 
This poem begins with a frank statement: “I love to think of those naked epochs.” What is that epoch? The poet offers us an answer in the following part: “Whose statues Phoebus liked to tinge with gold.” In this golden age, “men and women, lithe and strong, Tasted the thrill of love free from care and prudery, And with the amorous sun caressing their loins, They gloried in the health of their noble bodies.” The desire for sexual pleasure and the aspiration for a careless untainted golden age is presented with references to classical mythology.
 
The following lines alludes to the foundation myth of Rome:
 
“A she-wolf from whose heart flowed boundless love for all,
She fed the universe from her tawny nipples.
Man, graceful, robust, strong, was justly proud
Of the beauties who proclaimed him their king;”
 
The poet alludes to the beauty of the classical world, followed by a lament of its loss:
 
“Today, when the Poet wishes to imagine
This primitive grandeur, in places where
Men and women show themselves in a state of nudity,
He feels a gloomy cold enveloping his soul
Before this dark picture full of terror.”
 
He sees the modern world which he lives in as “dark” and “cold” and claims that “denigration” and “hideousness” are the beauty of his time:
 
“Degenerate races, we have, it's true, 
Types of beauty unknown to the ancient peoples.”
 
Both Ovid and Baudelaire explored themes that were strikingly “modern” and defied the conventions of their times. Ovid’s candid emphasis on human desire and lust challenged the moral fabric of Roman society, ultimately leading to his exile. Similarly, Baudelaire’s use of grotesque imagery and his unflinching portrayal of human lust provoked censorship and condemnation. Yet, despite these reactions, both authors succeeded in revealing humanity in all its flawed complexity, unearthing the fragility and darkness inherent in our nature. Modernity, then, is not merely the act of reflecting the society at that time or breaking with enduring traditions. It is also defined by our delving into the profound inquiries about the essence of our mortal conditions. Such inquiries, essential to the advancement of modern society, must never be stifled. 
 
 

Cupcakes and Exhibits
The narratives of Alice Munro and Yiyun Li
 
We all have moons
We long to return to.
I watch the flamingo.
I watch until it fades
Into the pink of sunset
Until it becomes
What is missing.
 
—Ariel Francisco, Banton Bleu
 
Alice Munro, the widely lauded Canadian writer who was see by the critics as “the Modern Chekov”, passed away in May 14th. After her death, I picked up some of her books that I hadn’t read for a long time. This article is supposed to be about my thoughts on Munro’s works. However, I found that I could understand Munro better in comparison with Yiyun Li. This Comparison had also inspired me to think about the question: What does “literature” mean to Munro and Li?
 
The first time that I heard her name was not long after she won the Nobel Prize, perhaps, when I was still crawling around heedlessly on the bed and naively asking what my parents were reading. I remember that one night my father read a book whose cover was a photo of a woman languidly lying on the beach in a pink swimsuit. With my curiosity evoked by the causality of this photo, I asked him about the book, and he told me that it was A View From the Castle Rock by Alice Munro.
 
“What is it about?” I added.
“Life, the heaviness of adult life.”
 
Heavy realities of life wrapped in the shield of causality was my first impression to Munro’s works before I even had my hands on them. 
 
“Can I read it?”
“Sure thing, but it requires life experience.”
 
“Life experience”, which seemed to me a concept utterly vague and lofty, stopped me from actually reading them. I did manage to understand her works through literature podcasts and the Fiction section in The New Yorker. However, back then I found her account of the Canadian countryside dull and her characters incomprehensible. But that seems extremely normal to me since how would a moody teen-aged boy be interested in fox farms and family gossips?
 
When I was to attend junior high, we moved and those books of Alice Munro were never seen again. In my most anxious days in preparation for the high school entrance exam, I found company with the works of another female author—Yiyun Li. 
 
The first passage of Li that I have ever read was Wednesday’s Child, a short novel that appeared in the Fiction section of The New Yorker (Jan. 23, 2023). 
 
The entire novel begins in an atmosphere of unsteadiness. We see our main character Rosalie walking between platforms, waiting for her train to arrive:“…Rosalie had been migrating between platforms in Amsterdam Central, from Track 4 to Track 10 then to Track 11 and back to 4.”
 
She kept doing this for one reason—stillness reminded her of death:“No one waits in absolute stillness; absolute stillness is death…”
 
From these paragraphs we can see someone who is abnormally dysphoric and death-fearing. What is the thing that is making her feel so? In the further conversations of Rosalie and a worker at the station, we relieve the news that her train was cancelled because “a man walked in front of the train”.
 
Yiyun continued this passage elaborating on the word “walk”, as if she could see how determined the man was to end his life. Then, for some reasons, Rosalie suddenly remembered the suicide of her own son: Rosalie’s son Marcie “had been born on a Wednesday, and died on a Thursday, fifteen years and eleven months later.”
 
In the following paragraphs, Rosalie thought about the three notebooks of Marcie. She read them again and again, as if she was “looking through a record of a chronic disease”. She reflected on her days of reading C.S Lewis and François Mauriac with her son and considered it a fault to allow him to read these works. It was these works about the hopelessness of life, Rosalie thought, that made his son depressed. 
 
After paragraphs of inner struggles and parental remorses, Yiyun Li offered us a rather typical ending. After Rosalie got on another train, she encountered a pregnant women who was about the give birth to a new baby. Rosalie sank into her sweet memory of her son Marcie’s childhood, and hoped that Marcie could one day repay her love and sacrifices. 
 
It was certain that this novel did not help me relieve my stress, instead, it had done just the opposite.  As a result of reading it, I felt extremely bad for the subsequent days. This bad feeling was neither a simple frustration, nor a heart-wrenching depression, but something indescribable . It seemed to me that she passed down all her sentiments to me, a reader who was incapable of bearing. Her works focused on her own family. Wednesday’s Child is an exact portrayal of her entangled feelings towards her son’s suicide. She feels a kind of remorse for letting him read all these pessimistic books, but in this self-reproach there is also a reproach to his son for not feeling thankful for all the sacrifices that she has made. Similar reflections are also present in her novel Where Reason Ends. That book also gives a certain unspeakable pain to the reader. In which we see a devastated mother communicating with her imaginary son—Nikolai—who has already ended his own life. The mother is desperately attempting to understand her son, though she never will.
 
The works of Yiyun Li had offered me, a reader who was anxious about exams, something more besides devastation and speechlessness. They offered me “life experiences” of pain, which I believe, is very important for the reading of Alice Munro.
 
The novels of Alice Munro are also mainly based on familial lives. Except, not on her own lives, but lives of other family members in the family. After I experienced the indescribable painfulness of Yiyun Li, I turned my eyes to the Moons of Jupiter, which I had written a short review about. Rather than offering the readers a sense of unsteadiness and anxiety, Munro begins this novel with a mesmerizing story which unfolds itself:
 
“I found my father in the heart wing, on the eighth floor of Toronto General Hospital. He was in a semi-private room. The other bed was empty.”
 
This simple sentence actually raises a lot of questions. Why did the main character “found” her father? Had there been a special aloofness between them? Why was the other bed empty? Where did the other patient go? Had he died, this would mean that her father was in serious danger. Yet, Munro did not offer us any answer to these questions.
 
This kind of storytelling also exists in her other works. In Friend of My Youth, the narrator retold a story from her mother. According to her mother’s description, The Grieveses once lived next-doors to them, they were very backward and were devout Cameronians. Robert, a farm boy who was working for the sisters Flora and Ellie Grieveses, was supposed to be engaged with Flora, but he later made Ellie pregnant and married her instead. Flora ended up taking care of the newly-weds. The narrator’s mother kept saying that it was Robert who “did this” to Ellie, that it was Robert’s lust which lead to his marriage with Ellie, her miscarriages, and her death. After Ellie’s death, she blamed Robert for remarrying the nurse Audrey. She also denounced him for ruining Flora’s life. At a first glance, this story is a very touching portrayal of the tragedies of life in rural Canada. However, Munro left traces in this story indicating that her (the narrator’s) mother’s story may not be entirely true. She claims that she has not seen any slightest marks of trauma in Flora’s handwriting. In addition, the narrator considered Flora rather happy with serving her sister. This plot also stimulates the reader to ask more questions: If her mother wasn’t telling the narrator the truth, then why did she tell her the story? Was it to satisfy her desire to control her children and illustrate the family’s control over individual members? These questions are left for the readers to answer.
 
Both writing on the theme of family, I believe that Munro has a deeper understanding about the effects of family on individuals than Li. In The View From The Castle Rock, when the father was stuck in thick snow, he thought about his own death:
 
“He would die leaving a sick crippled wife who could not even take care of herself, an old mother full of disappointment, a younger daughter whose health had always been delicate, an older girl who often was strong and bright enough but who often seemed to be self-centered and mysteriously incompetent, a son who promised to be clever and reliable but who was still a little boy. He would die in debt…”
 
The father was in the snow when he first understood the burdens of family. After he pulled himself out, the author commented:
 
“Didn’t he struggle for his own self? I meant, was his life now something only other people had a use for?”
 
One’s individuality is lost in one’s responsibility to other family members.
 
In previous chapters of the same book, when a young boy was taken to the Castle Rock to look across the sea to America, he had a glimpse of his father’s dream. But he also felt a sense of burden being imposed upon him, as if he became the successor of a heavy, familial aspiration. 
 
On the contrast, It seemed to me that Yiyun Li did not understand what family meant for individuals. Her novels are abundant with self-doubt and regrets, but never the responsibilities to burdens of everyday lives.
 
There is something drastically different between the writings of Munro and Li. The former was trying to establish conversations with the readers. She offered us both a fascinating story and some space for our imagination. Everyone can find some traces of themselves in Munro’s works.
 
On the other hand, it is very difficult to connect oneself with the writings of Yiyun Li, since most of her works are expressions of her own sentiments. In an interview with her, she told the audience how she had suffered as a medical student and how writing became her emotional outlet. She does not serve the readers, she writes to soothe her own pains and anxieties. Therefore, compared with Alice Munro, she lacks communication with the readers. Perhaps this explains why I feel bombarded and overwhelmed by emotions every time I read her books.
 
These differences in writing come down to a central question: what is literature in their own perspective? Perhaps, as for Yiyun Li, literature is a certain text designated to be displayed, like an exhibit in the museum. One walks past her work and was overwhelmed by its mixed emotions and exquisite usage of difficult words, but there is always a certain glass standing between them. As for Alice Munro, literature is something similar to a cupcake at a tea-party. It looks simple and dull, but not everyone is capable of understanding its true essence until they have taken a bite and savored its flavors. Not to mention that some of the “gossip” stories by Alice Munro are still common topics at a modern-day tea-party.
 
 

Der fliegende Holländer—Salvation of Love and Innocence
 
“I saw Jinny kiss Louis. I shall eat grass and die in a ditch in the brown water where dead leaves have rotted.”
——The Waves, Virginia Woolf
 
Daland, a Norwegian skipper, was sailing on the stormy sea with his crew. It was raining heavily. The lightning stroked the waters around his ship. Suddenly, a gigantic ship appeared beside them. It was the ship of a Dutchman who was condemned by Satan to stray the oceans and was only allowed to set foot on land once every seven years until he had found true love. The Dutchman, or, the Hollander, claimed that he had spent most of his life solitarily, struggling with pain and the endless torments which he encountered at sea.  The only thing that he craved was a truthful yet undefiled lover— “the blessed angel of God, who won for me the terms of my salvation”. He also told Daland that he had obtained many precious goods over the years and would be willing to dedicate these to him on one condition: he must marry Senta, the daughter of Daland.  
 
Having seen how affluent the Hollander was, Daland agreed to his request immediately and began to praise what a good son-in-law he was:
 
“I don't know if I am awake or dreaming.
Can there be a more welcome son-in-law?
I'd be a fool to miss this chance!
I'm delighted with my luck!”
 
What Daland did not take into account was that Senta already had a lover—Erik the hunter—with whom she had made an oath to be together forever. However, after hearing the pathetic story of Hollander from her father’s mouth and seeing Hollander’s pale, deep, and melancholic face, Senta immediately changed her mind. A sense of pity as well as a duty to save the Hollander began to ring in her mind.
 
Overlooking Erik’s supplication, she decided to renounce her oath and engage with the Hollander. When their joyful engagement ceremony ended, the tempest resumed. People rumored how the Hollander’s creepy ship withstood so many decades of sailing and how it became the terror of every other ship on the sea. The Hollander overheard that Senta broke her vow with Erik. Therefore, he considered her as a woman with Punic faith. His hope of redemption was shattered. After he realized that the angel that he had longed for his entire life was promise-breaking, and his salvation was no longer hopeful, he boarded his ship and cast out for the ocean—where he thought that he belonged. Senta, willing to prove that she is chaste and faithful, leaped into the ocean, leaving a few words behind:
 
“Praise your angel and his edict!
Here I stand, true to you unto death!”
 
At once the Dutch ship sinks with all her crew. The sea heaves and falls in a whirlpool. In the glow of the rising sun, the transfigured forms of the Dutchman and Senta, clasped in each other's arms, are seen rising over the wreck and soaring into the sky.
1. Love and Redemption
“Love is to offer redemption." Such a premise can be inferred from many Wagnerian operas. Whether it is Elizabeth’s merciful love for her beloved Tännhauser, Parsifal’s religious pardoning for Kundery’s sins, or Senta’s longing for the mysterious Hollander in this play, they all portray love as a generous offering of salvation or redemption. This leads to the question: what is Senta trying to save the Hollander from?
 
The Hollander was tortured by the extreme suffering of the ocean. In the second scene of the first act, he blames the ocean for its brutal acts: 
 
“Ha! Proud ocean!
Soon you shall bear me again!
Your spite is fitful, but my torment is eternal!” 
 
Furthermore, there was another cause for his pain, which was his uprootedness. He claimed that he could not find his roots: 
 
“It is impossible to name
all the lands that I have found:
the only one I long for
I cannot find - my homeland!”
 
What is the point of finding it anyway? Even if he knew precisely where it was, he still wouldn’t be able to return there since he is only allowed to go ashore once in every seven years. He lives with his ship, and the indeterminate ship is his only fixed home. Therefore, the Hollander is more than a fictional character, he might be a symbol of the rootless people, such as the Gipsies and the Jewish people. More evidence is found in the origin of this story: First, the author who provided the original inspiration (Die Nordsee), Heinrich Heine, was a fully accounted German Jew and one of the most famous German poets. Second, both Wagner and Heine viewed the legendary figure of the Flying Dutchman (the Hollander) to be the personification of the Jewish people.
 
This rootlessness could also mean the lack of cultural or ethical traditions, which was very common in Wagner’s era since people paid more attention to production and profits rather than classical culture and morals. Daland in this play is a typical representative of the greed of money. He is offish enough to give up his daughter in exchange for profit. While Senta herself is a symbol of innocence and pre-industrialism ethics: she had in her mind the urge and kindness to help and console those that were in pain. Perhaps Wagner had deliberately epitomized her to hearten these morals that she consisted and criticized the decline of morals at the time of the Industrial Revolution. Such themes are not absent in Wagner’s works, The Ring of Nibelungen portrayed similar themes about the Industrial Revolution’s corruption of mankind.
 
Whether it is the loss of homeland or the loss of ethical traditions, love offers a solution to both conditions. Senta’s love would bring homely comfort to the Hollander, which would diminish his sense of rootlessness. Her devotion signifies a rejuvenation of Christian ethics, which would bring new insights to the striving society back then.
 
Why was Senta capable of preserving her own “purity” and “innocence”? Perhaps the answer lies in her “childish” relationship with Erik.
2. Childish Love
The position of Erik in this story is extremely interesting. He also has a very pure longing for Senta. When he first acknowledged that Senta fell in love with the Hollander in the second act, he tried to propose to her in a completely boyish manner, saying:
 
“Your father is home, before he sails again,
he will do what he has often wanted to.
Give you a husband!
I offer a heart true unto death,
a few poor possessions, a hunter's lot: -
Can I ask for your hand as I am?”
 
The sentence “giving you a husband” as well as the action of “ask for your hand” may seem premature to the audience. After his appeal was denied, he asked her to forget about the ballads and her infatuation towards the Hollander. She replied with:
 
 “I am a child and know not what I sing.
What? Do you fear a song, a picture?”
 
 She admitted that she was also a child, but she could not forget the Hollander because his miserable stories appealed to her. These tragic experiences allowed her to sense the duty to protect and save him. As she sang: 
 
“Ah, if he can still hope for redemption,
Eternal God, may it come through me!”
 
Erik warned Senta, perhaps out of his premature jealousy, that the Hollander was introduced to her only because her father Daland was money-pursuing. He narrated to Senta a dream that ended with her sailing away with the Hollander. None of these took effect and Erik left in sadness. 
However, in the following acts, I found that Erik’s love for Senta is extremely different from that of the Hollander. The Hollander cared only about his redemption. He needed a wife who was faithful to him and willing to sacrifice for him. As he sang: 
 
“Ah, if you realized the fate
that then you would share with me,
it would warn you of the sacrifice
you make for me, if you swear to be true to me.
Your young soul would flee in horror
from the ruin to which you condemn it,
without woman's noblest virtue,
without eternal fidelity.”
 
On the other hand, Erik had never made any requests to Senta. All he had in his heart was to protect her from danger. When the Hollander disdains Senta for being unfaithful in the third act, Erik speaks for her and summons other people to protect her by crying: "Help her! She is lost!”
 The two different characters are not only different in terms of love but also in their ways of life. From Senta’s perspective, struggling between Erik and the Hollander also meant choosing between two different kinds of life—the Earthly and the Ideal. Marrying Erik would mean living a pragmatic and ordinary life just like the other sailors, but choosing the Hollander would mean embracing a kind of mysterious yet adventurous life. She eventually chose the latter, and audiences interpreted it differently. On one hand, many people believe that it is notable that Senta was audacious enough to choose the adventurous life without concern about its cost. On the contrary, many believe that it was her innocence, or, her gullibility, that led her to choose the radical life of the Hollander: she was too vulnerable to romaunts, like a callow girl.
 
To some extent, Senta is also seeking redemption, not from torture, but from the dull life of working as a female worker in the looming workshop. Her final choice to stay with the Hollander marks a great step out of her own “cage of innocence”, even though they both died in the end.  
3. Childhood and Redemption
I won’t consider their redemption successful. Intentionally ending one’s life does not save one from his torments and pains, but rather avoids it in a very pessimistic way. I believe that the essence of redemption is tied to something hidden in our “cage of innocence”—our childhood. 
I believe that the representative of childhood innocence in the original story was Erik. As I have already mentioned, Erik is loving and passionate. “I am a child, I love and hate.” Virginia Woolf concluded in The Waves. Only these innocent children are capable of conducting generous acts. In contrast, both the Hollander and Daland, the two elder figures in this play, thought only about their interest. Erik was the ideal choice of redemption for Senta.
 
Childhood is also associated with redemption in a variety of literary works. In T.S.Eliot’s The Waste Land, the narrator “I” recalled a vulnerable memory in his childhood where she(Mary) and her cousin went out on a sled: 
 
“And when we were children, staying at the archduke’s,
My cousin’s, he took me out on a sled,
And I was frightened. He said, Marie,
Marie, hold on tight. And down we went.
In the mountains, there you feel free.
I read, much of the night, and go south in the winter.”
 
The description of childish activities saved the poem from falling into despair by hiding the cruel deaths (some scholars tend to relate feeling free in the mountains to death) under innocent masques of words. 
 
The Waste Land was a work that Woolf once thought to be too “manly”. To her, the flow of emotions was abrupt and lacked transition. Similar abruptness was also present in this play. When Mary, a leader of the female workers in the textile workshop, encouraged them to work harder to win recognition from their men by saying: 
 
“You naughty girl, if you don’t spin,
You’ll get no gift from your sweetheart.”
 
Male-centralism ideas are prevalent in this play. Since Eliot received most of the inspiration for his poetry from Wagner’s Operas (for example, in The Waste Land, he cited the lyrics from Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde: Frisch weht der Wind, Der Heimat zu? Mein Irisch Kind, Wo weilest du?), it isn’t surprising to discover similar traits in Eliot’s poetry. 
 
On the other hand, Woolf’s To the Lighthouse offers a more delicate account of one’s exploration back in time. She had regained and lamented the lost bliss of her childhood by writing this book.
The director of the 2021 Bayreuther production of Der Fliegende Hollander made some minor adjustments to the plot. She had encompassed Woolf’s childhood reminiscence with Wagner’s theme of salvation. 
 
According to this production, the Hollander suffered from a childhood trauma: he saw his mother hang herself in front of him. Therefore he was always searching for a way to forget this incident. Similarly, Senta also had her own trauma: she felt despair being confined in a small, quiet, town. Through mending and reviving those childhood sentiments, they gradually defused their traumas. The Hollander healed his wound in his childhood memory by the generous love offered by Senta. While Senta retrieved her passion through remembrance of her childhood joys.
 
The final leap into the fierce waters, the foundering into the azure depth, was one’s attempt to embrace the blissful innocence of childhood. From this surface of innocence sprouted the profound yet childish love, jealousy, and selfless generosity. 
 
 

A Room with a View
The irremovable barriers of Society
 
A Room with a View, a novel by the British author E.M. Forster, explores many “revolutionary” literary themes in its concise plot, for example: the triangular love story between the protagonist Lucy, Cecil Vyse, a young man of noble birth, and George Emerson, a railroad worker of humble origin.
 
In the opening of the story, Lucy acquainted herself with the Emersons (George and his father) in a hotel in Florence. This encounter occurs because Lucy’s guardian Miss Bartlett was unsatisfied with receiving a room without a view. The Emersons were glad to exchange their rooms with them. Overlooking their generosity, Bartlett talked to these people with a condescending attitude, and distrusted them due to their lower-class status. Despite finding them obnoxious, she eventually agreed to switch rooms after dinner. Lucy fell asleep, feeling ambiguous about why Bartlett treated them in that manner. 
 
The next day, Lucy wandered the streets of Florence, accompanied by a young writer whom she had just met in the morning--Miss Lavish. They ran into George Emerson again in front of the church. Admiring the majestic sculptures of angels, George shared his own understandings of God and nature, and he woefully exclaimed, “how little, we feel, avails knowledge and technical cleverness against a man who truly feels.” His behavior had changed Lucy’s mind, she came to accept the Emersons, and “was determined to be gracious to them”.
 
Another day, when Lucy was walking on the streets, she witnessed a violent fight between two men, one of whom stabbed the other with his knife, and blood was everywhere. Lucy fainted and George—who just happened to be nearby--caught her and sent her home. 
 
The following day, when everyone was in their carriages seeing a view of the Florentine countryside, George impulsively kisses Lucy. Her friend Charlotte found out, and George was nowhere to be seen.
 
The second part of the novel took place in England, with the announcement made by Miss Bartlett saying that Lucy was engaged with a young man named Cecil Vyse, who had proposed to Lucy three times before the engagement. Lucy disliked their engagement, however, the old women, including Miss Bartlett rejoiced in it because “it promised the continuance of life on earth”.
Cecil took Lucy out for a walk near the lake, and claimed to be an advocate to democracy, pretending to share Lucy’s views. Their walk ended awkwardly with an awkward embrace.
One day, Lucy heard that the Emersons were moving into the villa next to hers. She was overwhelmed. When they arrived, a local clerk went to visit them. He saw, in their house, volumes of classical English literature, including works of Gibbon and Samuel Johnson. When they were having a conversation, Mr. Emerson insisted on the equality of the sexes and said that “when we no longer despise our bodies,” mankind will discover a utopian existence like that of the Garden of Eden.
 
Then, Lucy’s family invited the Emersons for a tennis game at their house. George kissed Lucy again in secret:
 
“George had turned at the sound of her arrival. For a moment he contemplated her, as one who had fallen out of heaven. He saw radiant joy in her face, he saw the flowers beat against her dress in blue waves. The bushes above them closed. He stepped quickly forward and kissed her.”
 
Then, Lucy urged him to leave immediately, but instead, he stayed and confessed his affection for her. Later that evening, she decided to break off the engagement with Cecil, shocking everyone.
Days after this incident, Mr. Emerson came to her house and apologized on behalf of his son. Once he learnt that Lucy was no longer engaged to Cecil, he realized that Lucy does really love George, and he urged her to accept her feelings and act on her love.
 
The novel concludes with a scene after Lucy and George were married, they were staying in the same hotel room with a view in Florence, happily together.
 
Forster, as a member in the secret society Apostles along with intellects like Woolf, Keynes, and Russell, has also dedicated himself, like other members, in the production of advanced and liberal ideas. This novel attempted to manifest his ideas through the portrayal of his highly symbolic characters, who are mere symbols of social values.
 
The Emersons are symbols of a newly formed liberal middle-class that refuses to subdue themselves with any religion. Mr. Emerson did not baptize his son. George was driven by his sensations and desire for love (his action of kissing Lucy showed that he was inconsiderate of results). Although both of them were railroad workers doing the most humble jobs, they have somehow received an excellent liberal education to agree with concepts of equality and brotherhood.
 
Cecil represents the declined morality of the upper class: he laughed at Mr. Emerson for not being able to pronounce the name of a Renaissance painting correctly, he treated Lucy’s family badly, and he took a patronizing attitude towards women. In chapter ten, the narrator said that Cecil, as a man, was trying to “rescue” Lucy out of her family which he finds not suitable for her. 
Miss Bartlett is a symbol of victorian social norms. She had a serious conversation with Lucy after her first kiss with George, commented that most big things were “unladylike”, and displayed an pretentious attitude of the aristocrats when it comes to meeting people from a lower class. 
Lucy seems to be the only character that was a subject of change. The story centers on her denouncement of her identities, and with the stripping off of all her delusions until she finally knows what she truly desires. When she first realized, in Florence, that the Emersons were decent people, she shed off her identity as an upper class member; when she protested against the engagement, she stripped off her identity as a “lady” (to the conservative people in this novel, going against the engagement was something not very ladyish); in the end, when she decided to break the proposal, marry George, and head for Italy, she shed her identity as a marryable Englishwoman----simply to become “human” (unmodified). The author reminds us that we are humans free to love, speak, and marry without judgments, sins, and prejudices before entering society.
 
The will to become an unmodified “human” and the vision of a society that leaves men “unmodified” are evident in this novel. In chapter two, when Lucy met Mr. Emerson in the church, he read some scrapes of Saint Francis’ lecture that were carved in the walls: “…full of innate sympathy…quickness to perceive good in others...vision of the brotherhood of man…” This was Saint Francis’ vision of society, likely Forster’s as well. In the third chapter, Lucy was playing Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 32 in front of a vast audience, and this piece made her “no longer deferential or patronizing; no longer either a rebel or a slave”. To her, “the kingdom of music is not the kingdom of this world; it will accept those whom breeding and intellect and culture have alike rejected”. The music kingdom that was equally open to all was Lucy’s vision.
 
If this book is entirely about the ideals of society and the will to be “human”, why is it still entitled “A Room with a View”? There was a very obscure dialogue between Lucy and Cecil in chapter 9, in which Cecil began by saying:
 
“There are certain irremovable barriers between myself and them, and I must accept them.”
“We all have our limitations, I suppose,” said wise Lucy.
“Sometimes they are forced upon us, though,” said Cecil, who saw from her remark that she did not quite understand his position.
“It makes a difference, doesn’t it, whether we fence ourselves in, or whether we are fenced out by the barriers of others?”
 
Then their conversation was interrupted by Lucy’s mother.
 
People in their rooms see beautiful views through their windows, and what view they see depends on where their room is situated. The rooms are, as in Cecil’s saying, the irremovable barriers of the society, like class, wealth, or race. If there is no connection between people, then people could only live in their own limitations and see what they could see. The conservative would be more conservative, while the snobbish would only be more snobbish. However, there was a certain window in a certain room, through which people are able to see the vision of a society where everyone can stay “unmodified” and equal. This vision was, at first, only available in the rooms of the Emersons. However, through the room switching incident which symbolizes the connection between people, Lucy saw the view outside Emersons’ windows:
 
“…she opened the windows and breathed the clean night air, thinking the kind old man who had enabled her to see the lights dancing in the Arno, and the city presses of San Miniato, and the foothills of the Apennines, black against the rising moon. ”
Miss Bartlett, although she also exchanged rooms with the Emersons, she “fastened the window-shutters and locked the door” instead.
 
It was this connection between different people that enabled Lucy (and also Forster) to envision that free and equal society, and to desire the pure, “unmodified” man. It is perhaps for this particular reason that Forster wrote: “only connect…” at the beginning of his later work Howards End.
 
 

Phormio
Terence and the Roman Law
 
Publius Terence Afer, a Roman comedian born in a Carthaginian slave family, was rewarded with the gift of freedom by his patron: the Roman senator Terentius Lucanus. The comedies which he composed, probably affected by his experience as a slave, attack the extravagant leisure of the Patrician families and extol the virtues of humble characters. His fourth play Phormio, based on a Greek play by Apollodorus, is an adequate example for such themes.
 
The play opens in Athens, where Davus, a servant, claims that his patrons, Demipho and Chremes (who are brothers), are venturing out of the city collecting rents. Demipho has asked another servant Geta to look after his family when he is away with Chremes.
 
Later, the servants reveal to us that Phaedria the son of Chremes and Antipho the son of Demipho (who are cousins) fall in love with to young local woman. Phaedria falls in love with a harp player named Pamphilia, and wants to marry her, however, she is only a slave girl who has been sold to a sea captain and Phaedria has only got one day to bail her. Meanwhile, Antipho develops a secret affection toward Phanium, a poor girl living in Athens. He marries that young girl without his father’s consent. The servant Geta recognizes that Demipho will be furious when he knows what his son has done, so he contacted a lawyer to ameliorate the situation.
 
The lawyer he invites is Phormio, a “parasite”. Phormio finds an Athenian law that says if a woman is left without a man, the nearest relative must marry her. Geta and Antipho rejoice after they hear this law. When Demipho and Chremes return to Athens, Phormio made up a story about a relative named Stilpo, and claimed Phanium, the lover of Antipho, to be Stilpo’s child. Consequently, Antipho must marry her according to law.
 
However, the obstinate Demipho, believing that his son must acquire social position by marrying a more socially esteemed woman, bribes Phormio to marry Phanium, aiming to keep his own son from marrying her. Phormio consents on the surface. On the other hand, he secretly gives half of the bribe to Chremes, so that he can purchase Pamphilia.
 
Then, Demipho and Chremes suddenly learn that through their complex and licentious secret marriages with multiple women, Phanium is truly one of their relatives. No longer needing the lawyer Phormio, they ask him to give the money back. Phormio refuses. The two men threaten him that they can cause violence. But he did not subdue himself to their menace, instead, he told Chremes’ wife that Chremes was already married when he married her. His wife was furious and told Phormio to keep the money.
 
At the end of this play, the two lovers have a nice dinner with Phormio and each pair is happy.
 
Why did Terence decide to honor the character Phormio by making his name the title of this entire play, considering that he only spends little time on stage (Lines 315-440 and 829-1055)?
 
Professor Gilbert Norwood believes that Phormio is the center of the entire plot: “…All the interest, Antipho's marriage, the intrigue of Phaedria, the bearing of Chremes' bigamy upon the plot, is skillfully contrived and manipulated so as to converge upon Phormio…” He goes further to suggest that Terence deliberately chose to give Phormio a chance to show the greatness of his power by not subjecting Pamphilia as the daughter of Demipho.
 
Many classics scholars tend to treat Phormio as a hero for his eloquence and his wit as a lower-class Roman. Edith R. Godsey, in his paper Phormio the Magnificent, analysed several virtues of this “parasite”. At first, he focused on the conversation between Geta and Davus (124-136) as well as the subsequent court scene.
 
Davus: What did he do?
Geta: Gave the advice I'll tell you. "There's a law," says he, "that orphans are to be married to their next of kin, and the same law prescribes that the next of kin shall marry them. I'll say you are her kinsman, and I'll take out a writ against you. I'll set up for a friend of the girl's father. We shall both come into court. Who her father was, who her mother, and how she's akin to you, I'll make up a story for all that. Any point that I choose and please, since you won't be for contesting any one of them, I shall of course establish. Your father will come back, I am in for a row, but what care I? The girl will be ours."
Davus: A sporting venture!
Geta: Our man agreed, it was done, we came into court, we are beaten, he has married her.
 
For Godsey, in this particular part Terence had chosen to present Phormio to the audience as a prudent lawyer with great eloquence: “In the succeeding scene (3 15-347) we meet Phormio himself, revealed in all his glory, eager for the battle before him.”
 
His role as an unconventional parasite may also bring evidence to many scholars’ appraisal of his virtues. He was contrary to other Greek parasites who, as scholar Cynthia Damon accurately shows, embodied excess.
 
“They were preoccupied exclusively with food, other imperatives such as sex, money, and social status were of absolutely no interest. They had no wish or ability to provide their own food, but sought ever for hosts to feed them and to whom he might permanently attach themselves.”
 
Phormio doesn’t rely on flattery to get his way around the society, instead, on his wisdom and strategy. Satisfied with the name “parasite”, he had enunciated some insightful remarks to Geta in this play about the proper attitude of a parasite towards his patron.
 
Phor: No, it's the other way, a man can never fully repay his patron. Just think of it: you come contributing nothing, perfumed and comfortable after a bath, your mind at ease, while the patron is devoured by care and expense. While everything is done to please you, he's on the growl. You may smile, be helped to wine before him, take your place before him, a puzzling dinner is served you.
Geta: Puzzling? What does that mean?
Phor: Where you'd be puzzled what dish to try first. When you start reckoning up how delightful and how costly it all is, wouldn't you count the man who gives it a very god in avatar?
 
For the case of Phormio, his vulgarness of being a parasite had been hindered by his distinctive gentlemanly leisure. Scholars tend to compare him with another character in Eunuchus (The Eunuch), another play by Terence. Godsey added in his paper: “Gnatho the parasite cuts a rather sorry figure. His sneering, flattering insincerity makes a poor showing when contrasted with Phormio's gay roguery, faithfulness to friends, and direct hostility to foes. Gnatho is the conventional parasite, Phormio seems rather the gentleman of leisure.”
 
Phormio is a character whom had received the appraisal of many. However, I believe that this play is not only a simple eulogy of the shrewdness of little characters in the society, but also a pungent satire of the Roman legal system. Law is the subject of this comedy, as well as Phormio.
 
Comedy convention often involves breaking the law. The protagonist in the comedy, as Eric Bently puts it, “is permitted the outrage, but spared the consequence.” For example, Philolaches in Plautus’ Mostellaria conceals his action of borrowing money to buy slave girls and successfully escaped his father’s punishment. Strepsiades in Aristophanes’ Birds cares only to “twist” the law. Delight in legalism is not apparent in other classical comedies. Another Aristophanic hero, Philokelon, also longs for the courtroom. But he aspires less of a Solon than a Sybrite; he wants to judge for the fun and power for it.
 
However, law is considered to be greatly advocated in this play for its abundancy in legal maneuvers and legal languages. These language have transformed the stage into a courtroom. The latin word for law (lex) itself has appeared for about thirteen times in this play alone, more than twice as often in all the plays of Terence combined.
 
The first words describing Phormio the “parasite”, voiced by Geta, includes the concept of lex: “…lex est ut urbae…”(line 125).
 
Phormio proposes to act for his client in an epidikasia, an adjudication used in case when a women has no male relatives. Terence explains the law carefully in the following lines (126-127) for its unfamiliarity among the Roman audience. Phormio promises Antipho to make him the “next of kin” to Phanium with a dazzling story, regardless of the conventional laws. The next line consists of a pun that he makes about the legal term of dike (dike means justice in ancient Greek, here, Terence uses dicam, “I will say”, as a pun in the following sentences):
 
“ego te cognatum dicam et tibi scribam dicam.”
(I will say that you are her kinsman, and I will take out a writ against you.)
 
During the disputes at court, Phormio shows absolutely no fear when he is lying to the young man’s father: “mihi paratae lites: quid mea?” (line 133) “What do I care, I am ready for action.”
 
His insolence and awe are perceived not only by prudent readers but also by minor characters in the play. There are certain moments in this play where other servants are worried about Phormio’s future. When Geta the servant warns him, Phormio feels so proud and boasts that “he can actually beat up anybody and remain untouched.” How is he capable of achieving this? He explains the reason to Geta:
 
“quia non rete accipitri tennitur neque milvo,
qui male faciunt nobis: illis qui nihil faciunt tennitur,
quia enim in illis fructus est, in illis opera luditur.
aliis aliunde est periclum unde aliquid abradi potest:
mihi sciunt nil esse…” (331-35)
 
He explains that because he is poor, he cannot be sued for damages according to the twelve tables. And even if he is caught by others, they could not afford to feed a lusty parasite:
 
“alere nolunt hominem eadem et sapiunt mea sententia,
pro maleficio si beneficium summum nolunt reddere.” (335-336)
 
For these reasons, he can achieve anything by using his eloquent tongue in court, not considering whether his intentions are good or bad. This indicates a flaw in the Roman Legal system, law was not used by the righteous to protect or to advocate social justice, instead, they were subjected to the satisfaction of personal desires. Phormio in this play used the procedure of law to satisfy the will of Antipho as well as to proclaim extra profit for himself. There is a sentence in this play describing this situation:
 
“eis nunc praemiumst, qui recta prava faciunt.” (772)
(Nowdays, there is a prize for those who don’t care whether they do right or wrong.)
 
There is a reason to believe that Terence is using his play Phormio to satirize the contemporary Roman legal system. But, what made him do so? It is very uncommon for one to find a speech about law and politics in Terence. What inspired Terence to compose a comedy that centers around a lawsuit?
 
From one hand, he might have been influenced by his elder contemporary Plautus, who, in his work Mostellaria, emphasized the primacy of law in Roman education. When the young and lustrous hero Philolaches sighed for his disappointing the hopes of his parents, he said:
 
“docent litteras, iura, leges”
(They teach literature, laws, and statutes.)
 
It seems that law is at the heart of his matter.
 
On the other hand, law itself is an inseparable aspect of the Roman society and its importance had gradually increased throughout Roman history. The first Roman schoolbook was the twelve tables. Around 300 BC, the publication of the Ius Flavianum had only made law more prevalent in the society. When Terence was born (195BC), a legal thinker named Sextus Aelius Catus had already published his criteria on Roman Law (the Tripertita).
 
Although Roman law (at around 150BC) seems very well developed from its surface, scholar J.M.Kelly noticed that it is always the more powerful which brings the lawsuit against the weaker. This play could be initially created to mock as well as to parody the Roman Legal profession.
 
First rehearsed in 161BC at the Ludi Romani (The Roman Games, a religious festival), this play amused a majority of Roman citizens with it witty humor and made more people realize the potential defects of their legislative system. Cicero, in his Pro A. Caecina Oratio (For Aulus Caecina), treated the former actions of Phormio as wrong and absurd:
 
“Clodius cui cognomen est Phormio, nec minus niger nec minus confidens quam ille Terentianus est Phormio, nihil de vi dixerunt, nihil praeterea quod ad vestrum iudicium pertineret.” (Pro Caecina 27)
 
(…Sextus Clodius, a banker, whose surname is Phormio, a man no less black and no less presuming than that Phormio in Terence: neither of these said anything about violence, nor about anything else which had any reference to this trial.)
 
The official censorship did not forbid the Roman comedies, which, endowed with the freedom to satirize, to uncover the hindered indecency to the zealous public. The descendants of these insightful men had always the ardor to perceive, reflect, and correct their flaws, and consequently, shared the privilege to live in a flourishing republic.
 
 

4000 Years of Bread
A Brief History of Bread as a Literary Symbol
 
[1] A yellow taxi was roaming on the desolate and bluish streets of New York. After it stopped in front of a Tiffany jewelry store, Holly Golightly, the protagonist of the film, got out of the cab. She was exquisitely dressed in a black dress, ornamented with white pearls, black gloves, and a small bag. It was an early weekend in the 1960’s. 
 
After having closely scrutinized the expensive goods in the shopwindow, she took her breakfast—a croissant and a cup of coffee—out of her white paper bag. Swelling, the background music Moon River consistently builds up a peaceful mood, and the violins seem to highlight her being alone on the street. She continued to walk down the streets, but less elegantly, into a common American neighborhood. 
 
This was the opening of the famous film Breakfast at Tiffany’s. Bread, in this film, created a contrast between the glamorous lives of Holly and the Common Americans, acted as a bridge between elegance and worldliness, and inspired the audience to raise questions about Holly: why was she having breakfast at Tiffany’s? Was she rich or not? Was there someone waiting for her? These questions would soon be answered in the show. But apart from the obvious party-girl persona that she gave off, Holly Golightly was also a young girl in search for her place in the world. “I’m not going to let anyone put me in a cage”, she would have declared. Her looking into Tiffany’s facade with bread in her mouth, in addition, would also indicate an act of philosophical contemplation towards her own life. 
 
[2] In Truman Capote’s novella Breakfast at Tiffany’s (on which the movie was based on), bread first appeared not in front of a lavish Tiffany store but in Holly’s trash bin:
 
“I discovered, from observing the trash-basket outside her (Holly Golightly’s) door, that her regular reading consisted of tabloids and travel folders and astrological charts; that she smoked an esoteric cigarette called Picayunes; survived on cottage cheese and melba toast; that her vari-coloured hair was somewhat self-induced. The same source made it evident that she received V-letters by the bale. They were always torn into strips like bookmarks. I used occasionally to pluck myself a book-mark in passing. Remember and miss you and rain and please write and damn and goddamn were the words that recurred most often on these slips; those, and Lonesome and Love.”
 
Melba toast was a special kind of thin crispy bread that people could eat right out of the bag without cooking. The word “survived” here informs the readers that Holly was constantly struggling between two extremes: her elegant public appearance and her unorganized private life. The bookmarks in the following lines highlight that the struggle is not only about her public and private life but also about the love and confirmation which she received from the outside world and her inner loneliness. To resolve this conflict, she must seek her true self. 
 
Croissants, melba toasts…the role and symbolism of bread seems complicated in modern works. How was bread first introduced in literary works? What role did it play in the earliest works?
 
[3] About 4200 years ago, there was a king called Gilgamesh. Because of his injustice and his oppressing the people, the gods created a wild man—Enkidu—to stop him. After Enkidu was civilized by sexual intention, he became friends with Gilgamesh and decided to set out for an expedition with him. They went to the legendary Cedar forest and cut down the sacred Cedar tree. The gods were furious, so they sent the bull of heaven to punish Gilgamesh and Enkidu. However, the two men slayed the bull. Feeling insulted, the gods sentenced Enkidu to death.
 
Having lost his friend, Gilgamesh departed on a pilgrimage in search of the essence of life and death. He eventually learnt that men could never find life and that death was the ultimate reward from the gods.
 
This is the story of an ancient Mesopotamian epic called Gilgamesh. Bread played an important role in this story. In the second tablet, when the goddess first took the uncivilized Enkidu to the shepherd’s camp, she offered him bread and ale:
“Bread they set before him,
ale they set before him.
Enkidu ate not the bread, but looked askance.
 
(…)
 
How to eat bread Enkidu knew not,
how to drink ale he had never been shown.
 
The harlot opened her mouth,
saying to Enkidu:
‘Eat the bread, Enkidu, essential to life,
drink the ale, the lot of the land!’
 
Enkidu ate the bread until he was sated,
he drank the ale, a full seven goblets.
His mood became free, he started to sing,
his heart grew merry, his face lit up.
 
The barber groomed his body so hairy,
anointed with oil he turned into a man.
 
He put on a garment, became like a warrior,
he took up his weapon to do battle with lions.”
 
(I.145, P90-P110)
 
It seems here that bread had, in some ways, enlightened Enkidu. Bread was, as the harlot said, the essence of life. Before his intake of bread he was ignorant and confused, but after he ate it he had been “turned into a man”. Bread marked a line between the civilized and the barbarians.
 
On the other hand, bread also transformed the “ignorant” but “innocent” Enkidu into a powerful and vigorous warrior who kills lions. We could also deduce that violence (or war) is an innate concept cooked into civilization by bread. 
 
[4] In another story in Tablet 11, after the great flood, the god Uta-napishti claimed that he would offer Gilgamesh a chance at immortality if he could stay awake for six days and seven nights. Knowing that all men were liars, Uta-napishti asked his wife to put a piece of bread under Gilgamesh’s feet for every day he had slept. Gilgamesh slept without waking up for six days and seven nights; however, when he woke up, he claimed that he had only dozed off for half a second. Uta-napishti then pointed out the loaves of bread under his feet, and showed their status of decay to him:
 
“Come, Gilgamesh, count me your bread-loaves,
then you will learn [the days that you slept.]
Your [first] bread-loaf [was all dried up,]
the second was leathery, soggy the third,
 
‘the fourth flour-cake had turned to white,
the fifth had cast a mould of grey,
fresh-baked was the sixth,
[the seventh still on] the coals:
and only then did I touch you.’
 
Said Gilgamesh to him, to Uta-napishti the Distant:
‘O Uta-napishti, what should I do and where should I go?
A thief has taken hold of my [flesh!]
For there in my bed-chamber Death does abide,
and wherever [I] turn, there too will be Death.’
 
(XI 235-XI 246)
 
At the beginning, every piece of bread is dry and crispy; but as days pass, they would turn white and gray just like the human hair. Eventually, they would all become chunks of coal and return to the earth. The lives of humans alike, every thriving and eager soul would eventually subdue itself under the reign of Hades. The force of death was also personified in the seventh tablet of Gilgamesh:
 
“[He struck me and] turned me into a dove.
[He bound] my arms like the wings of a bird,
to lead me captive to the house of darkness,
to the house which none who enters ever leaves,
on the path that allows no journey back. ”
 
(VII 177-186)
 
[5] The Babylonian interpretation of bread as a symbol of life and civilization was later adopted by the ancient greeks in The Odyssey, an epic poem describing the adventures of a greek hero Odysseus.
 
When the Trojan war—a war between the greeks and the Trojans—ended, the greek warrior embarked on a journey to go home. However, the gods interfered his journey and swayed his boat to various islands. In the fourth book of the Odyssey, Odysseus and his shipmates sailed to the island of the Cyclopes—a breed of giant one-eyed monsters. 
 
The first thing that Odysseus noticed after his disembarkation was that the Cyclops was unable to plant wheat, the raw material of bread. He therefore concluded that they were savage and uncivilized:
 
“The land of Cyclops first, a savage kind,
Nor tamed by manners, nor by laws confined:
Untaught to plant, to turn the glebe, and sow,
They all their products to free nature owe:
The soil, untill'd, a ready harvest yields,
With wheat and barley wave the golden fields;”
 
(The Odyssey, Alexander Pope)
 
The description of the untilled lands is continued with the image of scattered grape vines whose growth depended on Zeus. 
 
“Spontaneous wines from weighty clusters pour,
And Jove (Zeus) descends in each prolific shower,”
 
If this agricultural dependence on Gods was viewed as “savage”, than in order to be “civilized”, one must claim his/hers own independence and capability from the gods, that is to say, one mustn’t rely on the forces of nature, but on the forces within himself/herself. This force, or, capability, could be manifested to the divine gods through multiple methods like sacrificing, cooking, and waging war—the most prevalent method of all. 
 
Homer’s Iliad, another greek epic poem about the interference of gods in the Trojan war and men’s own strength and abilities, uses bread to highlight human strength and power.
 
The eighth book of the Iliad recounts a scene of convivial; it occurred a night before the Trojans were to cross swords with the Greeks. Bread, in this scene, gave the Trojan warriors the courage to fight.
 
“The Trojans shouted loudly in approval.
They freed the sweating horses from their yokes,
and tied them to the chariots with reins.
They brought
……
bread and more provisions from the storerooms,
and gathered ample wood, and breezes bore
the scent of burning fat into the sky.
Hearts high, they sat in lines arranged for war
all night and burned a multitude of fires
……
The horses stood by their chariots and chomped white barley
and grain and waited for the goddess Dawn.”
 
(The Iliad, Emily Wilson)
 
Bread had become, in greek epic poetry, something extremely intimate to human. Human was commonly stated as “bread-eaters”. When a greek warrior Diomedes attempted to pierce the goddess Aphrodite (Venus) in the Iliad, the poet mentioned that the gods “… do not feed on bread or drink bright wine, so they are bloodless and are called immortal”. In the Odyssey, the Cyclopes were called “…a freakish monster; not like a man who lives by bread”. Bread had become such an important symbol of humanity that anyone who does not eat bread were considered abnormal. But why doesn’t this phenomenon appear in other cultures? Why don’t people from other places define themselves as rice-eaters or potato-eaters?
 
[6] The explanation to this probably resides in religion. All agriculture, from plowing to baking, are related the Demeter cult. Every greek who had any task of plowing, cooking, or baking was considered to be performing a priestly service to the goddess Demeter, the goddess of agriculture and bread. The formation of this cult remains ambiguous, but believers tend to attribute its origin to a story in an ancient greek hymn.
 
There was a young girl called Persephone, and she was the daughter of Zeus and Demeter. One day, when she was plucking flowers upon a meadow in Sicily, Hades, the god of the underworld seized her and took her away. Persephone cried loudly, but no one heard her besides Zeus. Although he was aware of the situation, he decided not to interfere. Thus, Persephone was brought to the underworld. When Demeter noticed that her daughter was lost, she set out to search the lands of the earth. In no ways pacified by other indifferent gods, she stayed in a temple and plotted a revenge: she made all fields unfruitful. Her actions terrified the gods and the men, because men could not live without plants, and gods could not live if there would be no sacrifices. Some other gods tried to persuade Demeter to renounce her revenge, but she stated that:
 
“Not to mount to Olympus, and not to release the grain
Until with her own eyes she saw the face of her daughter again.”
 
(Homeric Hymns, Robert Browning)
 
At last Zeus bowed to her will and managed to bring Persephone back from the kingdom of Hades. When Demeter saw her, she immediately asked whether if she had eaten anything in Hades’s place, because she knew that anyone who had eaten in the Hades’ reign would spend one third of a year in the underworld. Persephone said yes. So she could only be with her mother for eight months a year. Thus all the lands would be barren for four months every year, in a season that we nowadays call winter. Nevertheless, Demeter was happy that she was able to see her daughter again. She said to all the people that she would bring happiness to all those who follows and worships her. 
 
Hoping for happiness, harvests, and fertility, the greeks offered her a festival every year. Typically, the festival begins in Athens. The priests would line up and gradually progress to Eleusis, the “sacred town” of the Demeter cult. Cakes, baked plows, and other objects made out of bread dough was carried along. Bread, in ancient greek cult, was the object of worship and reverence. 
 
Similar to providing courage and strength in the Iliad, the religion of bread had enabled the greeks to win two wars against the foreign foes. When Pausanias, a greek poet, was writing about the Battle of Marathon, he mentioned that a weaponless man in humble dress suddenly appeared on the battlefield. That mysterious man advanced against the Persian army with his plowshare in hand, and vanished immediately after winning the war. When the greeks asked the oracle of Delphi who that man was, he responded: “you may honor the demigod Echetlios, emissary of Demeter.”
 
“Nor helmed nor shielded, he! but, a goat-skin all his wear,
Like a tiller of the soil, with a clown’s limbs broad and bare,
Went he ploughing on and on: he pushed with a ploughman’s share.”
 
(Pausanias, Robert Browning)
 
This time, it was not the armed heroes in the Iliad who won the war, it was a mere tiller of the soil. Bread has not only brought courage and strength to the heroes and the noble fighters; its religion also confirmed the strength and abilities of the plebeian mass.
 
[7] Bread was also related with war and force in The Aeneid, a Roman epic delineating the events that occurred between the fall of Troy and the establishment of Rome. Appraisal and denouncement mingle in this epic poem: previous scholars suggested that Vergil wrote this piece of work to praise the first Roman Emperor Augustus for establishing peace in a chaotic period; however, modern classicists interpret this work as Vergil’s lament of the wars that Augustus waged. The work highlights the sufferings of ordinary people, as suggested in the opening:
 
“multa quoque et bello passus, dum conderet urbem”
(Book I Line 5, Many too had suffered from war, until he should find a city.)
 
The presence of Bread shed light on the fatigues and difficulties of the soldiers. In the seventh book of the epic, Aeneas saw the prophesy that he and his troops would eventually arrive at Latium and have a feast:
 
“stretch out on the grass below the boughs of a tall tree,
then set about their meal, spreading a feast on wheaten cakes—
Jove himself impelled them—heaping the plates with Ceres’ gifts,
her country fruits. And once they’d devoured all in sight,
still not sated, their hunger drove them on to attack
the fateful plates themselves, their hands and teeth
defiling, ripping into the thin dry crusts, never
sparing a crumb of the flat-bread scored in quarters.”
 
(Vergil, The Aeneid, Book 7 117-128 Robert Fagles)
 
The most interesting part of this selection is that the bread was actually used as a plate to hold food. Jupiter placed the gifts of the goddess of agriculture “on the wheaten cakes”. The soldiers were so hungry that they ate the bread along with the toppings. Some suggested that this marked the first invention of pizza.
 
[8] Despite being recounted as a bringer of courage and force, bread, to many people, was a source of pain. The process of making bread was a tedious job, as reflected in a song that Plutarch, a Greek historian living in the first century, had recorded:
 
“Grind, mill, grind
For Pittakos also ground,
Great Mytilene’s ruler.”
 
The accents of this verse shifts back and forth, as if one was grinding harshly to overcome obstructions. Homer had also referred to the pain of bread-making in the Odyssey. 
 
“Moreover a woman grinding corn sent forth an ominous cry out of the house nearby, where stood the mills of the shepherd of the people. Twelve women in all worked here, preparing barley-meal and corn, men’s marrow. The rest were sleeping, having ground their wheat; one only had not ended, for she was very weak. She, stopping at last her mill, uttered these words, an omen for her master: ‘O father Zeus, who rulest over gods and men, loud hast thou thundered from the starry sky, and no cloud anywhere. Surely in this thou givest man a sign. Then bring to pass for miserable me the words I speak. May the suitors today for the last and latest time hold their glad feast within Odysseus’ hall! They who with galling  labor made my knees grow weak, while I prepared them meal, may they now feast their last!’”
 
(The Odyssey, Robert Fagles)
 
It is apparent, as shown in the usage of the words “ominous cry” and “miserable me”, that the author uses the process of making bread as a means to evoke sympathy and pity. Although it is impressive enough that the Greeks focused on a female slave who embodied none of the greek ideals of beauty or truth, they still managed to extend their sympathy to more things, even to the grain itself.
 
Grain, the raw material for bread—the marrow of men—was crushed and tortured. In order to become the symbol of life, civilization, and vigor, it has to be crushed, burned, and cut. The greeks seemed to have seen that everything about us—our lives, our civilization, and even our identity as a part of the human being—could be traced back to the sufferings of the grain. Life therefore became intertwined with suffrage. 
 
Weak or strong, this thought of placation exists in many cultures around the world. A Scandinavian fairy tale “Rugens Pine” addressed similar sentiments to the crushed grains.
 
“First they cast me into a grave,
Then I grew to a stalk, then became an ear,
Then they cut me, then ground me,
Baked me in an oven,
And then they ate me as bread.”
 
[9] The Greeks’ sympathy towards the grain’s suffering may have also forged a relationship between bread and the body of Christ, because the Catholics believe that his sufferings on the cross, both mentally and physically, are beyond one’s imagination. On the cross, he offers himself as a spiritual sacrifice for all men’s sins. A medieval poet Johann von Krolewiz speaks of Jesus as someone who “was sowed, sprouted, stood in flower, grew, was mowed, bound like a sheaf, driven to the threshing floor, threshed, swept with a broom, ground, thrust into an oven, and left therein for three days, taken out, and finally eaten by men as bread.”
 
But how was “the body of Christ” different from other bread? What role did it play in the Catholic Church? Before we answer this question, we’ll need to find out how the ancient people made bread.
 
Archeological evidence suggests that the ancient greek bread was made out of barely; when it was introduced to the Romans, it was disdained by conservatives for being a foreign import and for not tasting good. Cato the elder, a conservative and patriotic roman censor in the 2nd century B.C., argued that true Roman people should only eat Roman-styled bread; he recorded the first recipe for Roman bread in his work De Agri Cultura (On Farming and Agriculture):
 
“Wash both your hands and a bowl thoroughly. Pour flour into the bowl, add water gradually, and knead well. When it is well kneaded, roll it out and bake it under an earthenware lid.”
 
This bread was often eaten with honey or cheese and was known to the ancient Romans as a “Libum”(cake). According to Horace, a Roman poet in the late republican period, Libum was often used as a sacrifice to the Roman household god Lararium:
 
“Quid quaeris? Viuo et regno, simul ista reliqui
quae uos ad caelum fertis rumore secundo,
utque sacerdotis fugitiuus liba recuso,
pane egeo iam mellitis potiore placentis.”
 
(What do you want? I live and I reign, as soon as I left what you call to the sky with shouts of joy, that I flee from cakes like a priest’s fugitive, it is bread that I want not sweet cakes!)
 
(Horace, Epistulae I, X)
 
Horace, humorously portraying himself as a god, shows his dislike for sweet cakes. This poem also conveys a moral telling the Romans that they should denounce their predilection for sweets and resolve to the most simplistic and healthy form of living.
 
Another recipe to make bread is recorded in Naturalis Historiae, an encyclopedia written by Pliny the Elder, a Roman navy leader in the early Empire. According to him, spelt, wheat, leaven, and salt were used to make the bread; barely was seldom added. The first three ingredients were crushed into flour, and salt was added before the bread was put into the oven. 
 
But as the grades of flour varied from coarse to fine, different qualities of bread were produced. At the bottom of the rank was “the bread for dogs” (panis furfureus or sordidus) made with bran (pieces of grain husk), closely followed by the “panis militaris” and the “panis nauticus” (a hard bread for the soldiers and sailors). For them, the flour was hand-ground. The bread of the highest quality was called panis siligineus, which is made from soft, siligo flour. The types of bread were assigned to one’s social position; the poorer people may never get the chance to try the refined white bread once in a lifetime. Juvenal, a satirist in the Roman Empire, portrayed this phenomenon with his fifth Satire, in which he described a dinner held by a rich patron named Virro: 
 
“For Virro himself a delicate loaf is reserved, white as snow, and kneaded of the finest flour. Be sure to keep your hands off it: take no liberties with the bread-basket! If you are presumptuous enough to take a piece, there will be someone to bid you put it down: ‘What, Sir Impudence? Will you please fill yourself from your proper tray, and learn the color of your own bread?’”
 
 (Juvenal, Satires 5.70, G. G. Ramsay)
 
Unlike Roman banquets, the Catholic Church offers the same eucharist bread to all the believers (the last supper differs from all contemporary Roman dinners because everyone was having the same food), regardless of personal wealth and social status. In the fourth century, a Roman theologist St. Augustine believed that the Eucharist bread (the bread offered by the Church) “should be for us daily bread that we eat to make us live” (Sermon 57.7.7). Accordingly, all the bread must be made with similar ingredients; grain, salt, olive oil, water, and leaven are said to have been added. Importantly, three of these provide the elements of the other sacraments: the salt of exorcism, the oil of anointing, and the water of baptism.
 
According to Saint Augustine, all recipients of the Eucharist bread would under go a process of spiritual transformation, as he mentioned in his bread-making process:
 
“You, too, in a certain sense were first ground by the lowly practice of fasting and by the sacred rite of exorcism. Next the water of baptism was added, by which, as it were, you were moistened in order to be formed into bread. But there is no bread without fire. What, then, does fire signify? Holy Chrism, the oil that supplies the fire, the sacrament of the Holy Spirit.”
 
(Augustine, Easter Sermons 10, 104–5)
 
In this allegory, the connection between body and bread is established. The milling of the flour which made the bread; the human bodies that that received the Eucharist was also put into the mill in a metaphorical way. When the baptismal water have washed away our sins, we would be reconstructed as a malleable dough. A little bit of oil is added to enhance the flavor, just as baptism is accompanied by anointing in order to seal this act as a work of the spirit. Bread was not only the symbol of Christ’s body, but also our own.
 
The eucharist bread also enhances unity in Catholicism. In one of Augustine’s sermons, he cites Saint Paul’s reminder to the divided church in Corinth: “Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread.”(Corinthians 10.17) 
 
Augustine reflects on Paul’s writing and wrote:
 
“By means of this bread he impresses on you the high regard you must have for unity. For was this bread made of one grain of wheat? Were not many grains required in its making? Yet before they became one loaf each grain existed separately. Only after they were crushed and mixed with water did they form one loaf. Unless wheat is ground into flour and moistened with water, it never reaches the stage of bread.” 
 
(Selected Easter Sermons of Saint Augustine 10, ed. Philip T. Weller (St Louis: Herder,1959), 104–7 (104).)
 
Bread, the marrow of men’s lives, the item for worship, the bringer of joy, the object of sympathy, the symbol of suffrage, the mark of distinction, and the flag of unity, who originated in the ancient Mesopotamian plains, walked through the marbles of classical Greece and Rome, traversed the medieval churches, and gradually crept into the literature of the Renaissance.
 
[10] It was a peaceful noon on Wednesday, March, 1300, and a man dressed in red began his journey at the top of Mount Purgatory. After he quickly made his was pass the earth’s upper atmosphere, the sphere of fire, a very beautiful woman guided him through the nine spheres of Heaven. The name of the woman was Beatrice, and that of the man’s was Dante. Beatrice, the object of Dante’s affections, have been placed at the top of Heaven in his Divine Comedy as a symbol of love, divine knowledge, human perfection, and everything sublime. The symbol of bread was also used to describe Dante’s yearning for divine knowledge; it appeared in the second canto, when Dante warns the other people not to embark on this heavenward journey.
 
“Do not put out to sea, lest peradventure,
In losing me, you might yourselves be lost.
The sea I sail has never yet been passed;
…
Ye other few who have the neck uplifted
Betimes to th’ bread of Angels upon which
One liveth here and grows not sated by it.
Well may you launch upon the deep salt-sea
…”
 
(Paradisio, Dante, Canto II, 5-12, Longfellow)
 
The same expression “bread of angels” appeared in Dante’s Il Convivio: 
 
“Anyone, then, who considers the matter will see quite clearly that only very few are able to acquire the knowledge that so many desire, and that the numbers of those who are prevented from studying and constantly starved of such nourishment are almost beyond measure. Oh, the happy few who sit at the table where the bread of angels is served! But since every man is naturally inclined to befriend his fellows, and every friend is pained by the deprivations suffered by those he loves, those who dine at so high a table are not lacking in compassion towards those fed like beasts whom they see going about eating grass and acorns…”
 
(Il Convivio, I, i.7 )
 
The contrast between the man at the high table of bread and those who diet on grass and acorns is established. According to the Convivio, the bread of angels is the wisdom that is obtained by the knowledge of God. Man grows “not sated” by this food because he is incapable of ever grasping totally the meaning of god, and his desire to do so leaves him constantly unsatisfied. In the spheres of heaven, Dante met many theologians. He discussed the mystery of God’s providence with his friend Charles Martel, met several intellectuals with Thomas Aquinas, and lamented the opulence and corruption with Saint Benedict. Eventually, he met Saint Bernard. Saint Bernard prays to Virgin Mary and then encouraged Dante to look into the light of God. In the light, he saw the creation of the diversity bound together by God’s plan and God’s holy trinity. After this vision, he was finally in harmony and his journey is finally complete. 
 
Bread, in Dante’s Divine Comedy, has become a subject of yearning, a symbol of divine knowledge. And he hopes, through his poetry (in his words, his gathering of the crumbs), to invite more people to the banquet of angels. He wanted to invite them to “un generale convivio”—a banquet for all.
 
However, eating bread at a banquet may not always be something enjoyable.
 
[11] In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a play about a young prince’s revenge on his uncle Claudius for murdering his father, bread is portrayed as a symbol of evil and sin, as it was mentioned by Hamlet’s soliloquy in the third scene of the third act.
 
A villain kills my father; and for that,
I, his sole son, do this same villain send
To heaven. O, this is hire and salary, not revenge.
He took my father grossly, full of bread;
With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May;
And how his audit stands who knows save heaven?
 
Scholar Harrison argues that a full meal of bread often has an unpleasant meaning in Shakespearian plays. In the selection from Hamlet above, “full of bread” points to his impiousness. He does not follow the instructions of the church; instead, he resolves to gluttony, one of the seven sins. 
 
The symbol of bread also plays an important role in Shakespeare’s history plays. 
 
In 1595, William Shakespeare began to devise his play Richard II. The play sets in the train of events that would precipitate the bloodshed of Shrewsbury (Henry IV) and the battle of Agincourt (Henry V). The play focuses on Richard II’s cousin Henry Bolingbroke. After being banished, Henry returned with support, seized the Crown, and ordered Richard II to be murdered in prison. 
 
In the second scene of the third act, Richard was residing on the coast of Wales. He wanted to return to his kingdom (which was already occupied by Henry); however, his army was dispersed. Feeling defeated, Richard said that the only thing for him to do was to prepare his own will:
 
“Let’s talk of graves, of worms, and epitaphs;
Make dust our paper and with rainy eyes
Write sorrow on the bosom of the earth,
Let’s choose executors and talk of wills:
And yet not so, for what can we bequeath
Save our deposed bodies to the ground?
Our lands, our lives and all are Bolingbroke’s,
And nothing can we call our own but death
And that small model of the barren earth
Which serves as paste and cover to our bones.
For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of the death of kings;
How some have been deposed; some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed;
Some poison’d by their wives: some sleeping kill’d;
All murder’d: for within the hollow crown
That rounds the mortal temples of a king
Keeps Death his court and there the antic sits,
Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp,
Allowing him a breath, a little scene,
To monarchize, be fear’d and kill with looks,
Infusing him with self and vain conceit,
As if this flesh which walls about our life,
Were brass impregnable, and humour’d thus
Comes at the last and with a little pin
Bores through his castle wall, and farewell king!
Cover your heads and mock not flesh and blood
With solemn reverence: throw away respect,
Tradition, form and ceremonious duty,
For you have but mistook me all this while:
I live with bread like you, feel want,
Taste grief, need friends: subjected thus,
How can you say to me, I am a king?”
 
(Richard II, III, 2)
 
In this soliloquy, Richard regarded himself powerless and his glories vain. The body of the king was not impregnable, nor was it as strong as the castle walls. The fragility of human lives is addressed to the readers. Richard also stated that kings are not different from common men: they both live with bread and share the same grief and pain. Bread in this context addresses a sense of similarity, and it underscore the idea that inexorable death is equal to us all.
 
After Henry Bolingbroke (Henry IV) died in 1415, his son Henry V succeeded the throne and resumed the Hundred Years’ War with the French. In October 25th of the same year, the English defeated the French army in the Battle of Agincourt. Shakespeare mentioned this famous battle in his play Henry V, in which King Henry mouthed a famous soliloquy. 
 
The soliloquy took place in the morning before the battle was fought. The moral was low among the English troops. King Henry wanted to understand the soldiers’ feelings, so he borrowed a cloak and had a conversation with his soldiers. One of the soldiers, Michael Williams, disputed with the disguised Henry about the King’s responsibility for the spiritual fate of those of his soldiers who die in battle. After the troops departed, Henry alone lamented the care that accompanied his crown and then prayed that God would not avenge upon him, in the upcoming battle, his father’s usurpation of Richard II’s throne and instigation of Richard’s death.
 
“Upon the King! Let us our lives, our souls, our
debts, our careful wives, our children, and our sins,
lay on the King!
We must bear all. O hard condition,
Twin-born with greatness, subject to the breath
Of every fool whose sense no more can feel
But his own wringing…”
 
Bread appeared in the following lines:
 
“Not all these, laid in bed majestical,
Can sleep so soundly as the wretched slave,
Who, with a body filled, and vacant mind,
Gets him to rest, crammed with distressful bread;
Never sees horrid night, the child of hell;
But like a lackey, from the rise to set
Sweats in the eye of Phoebus, and all night
Sleeps in Elysium; next day after dawn
Doth rise and help Hyperion to his horse,
And follows so the ever-running year
With profitable labor to his grave.”
 
(Hyperion is the Titian god of the sun, Phoebus is Apollo, one of the Olympian gods, and Elysium is a Greek conception of the afterlife.)
 
Compared with the slave who had a body that might be filled with bread, Henry was carrying the bread of the “distressful” burden. The responsibility as a king had imposed upon Henry many sleepless nights. Considered about his own reputation, the responsibility as a king had imposed upon Henry many sleepless nights. He trembles with heavy burden upon his shoulders, as well as with fear. Once again after The Iliad human beings tremble before the force of the bread.
 
[12] By the 1700s, the elegant Renaissance and the lavish baroques were long past. The memory of the righteous French King Henry IV, who had promised to lavish upon every frenchmen “a chicken in the pot”, had faded. Hopes were dissipated by Louis XIV’s succession of the throne. The taxes and wars which he had brought to France had imposed on the people many sufferings. Vagabonds occupied the streets, and crime rates significantly increased. Intellectuals sought for other modes of the society: the Greek appraisal of the powers of the plebeian people was re-mentioned by Quesnay, and the bucolic life of the ancients were stressed by Rousseau, author of New Héloïse (1761). The poor resided in their shallow homes in cold and hunger. In 1775, bread shortages ignited an explosion of popular anger towards the monarchy in the towns and villages of the Paris Basin. As the hatred swelled, the Revolution began in 1789, which brought to the county a republic, violent political turmoil, and the dictatorship of Napoleon. Napoleon fell in 1815, and monarchy was restored. 
 
The year 1846 saw a financial crisis and bad harvests, and a third of the Parisians were on social welfare. Pierre Dupont, a Bohemian songwriter, portrayed this political atmosphere in Du Pain—a song he wrote in 1847.
 
On n’arrête pas le murmure
Du peuple, quand il dit: J’ai faim.
Car c’est le cri de la nature
Il faut du pain ! Il faut du pain !
 
(We cannot stop the people from saying :“I’m hungry,” because this is natural. There must be bread! There must be Bread!)
 
This poem ends with a forceful cry. A year after he wrote this call for bread, the February Revolution began. People wanted to overthrow the monarchy and establish a republic again. The second republic was therefore established, and King Louis Philip was overthrown. In 1852, the president Louis-Napoleon overthrew the republic and established the second Empire. After proclaiming himself King, Napoleon III allied with Britain and defeated Russia in the Crimean War. Men were called to the fronts and only few were tilling the lands, and the agriculture output was bad. Having been born in this period, Arthur Rimbaud, a famous poet, spent his early childhood with the children of the poor. His compassion for the poor evoked in his heart a sense of rebellion, which eventually induced him to join the Paris Commune. At the age of 16, he wrote a poem depicting the harsh lives of the poor children; the poem is called Les Effarés (Waifs and Strays):
 
"Black in the fog and in the snow,
Where the great air-hole windows glow,
With rounded rumps,
 
Upon their knees five urchins squat,
Looking down where the baker, hot,
The thick dough thumps.
 
They watch his white arm turn the bread,
Ere through an opening flaming red
The loaf he flings.
 
They hear the good bread baking, while
The chubby baker with a smile
An old tune sings.
 
Breathing the warmth into their soul,
They squat around the red air-hole,
As a breast warm.
 
And when, for feasters' midnight bout,
The ready bread is taken out,
In a cake's form;
 
And while beneath the blackened beams,
Sings every crust of golden gleams,
While the cricket brags,
 
The hole breathes warmth into the night,
And into them life and delight,
Under their rags,
 
And the urchins covered with hoar-frost,
On billows of enchantment tossed
Their little souls,
 
Glue to the grate their little rosy
Noses, singing through the cosy
Glowing holes,
 
But with low voices like a prayer,
Bending down to the light down there,
Where heaven gleams.
 
—So eager that they burst their breeches,
And in the winter wind that screeches
Their linen streams.”
 
This poem opens with a description of lights. The fog as well as the snow are black, only a little “air-hole” is illumined. But where does the light come from? In the following lines, we could easily see that it comes from the baker’s stove. The subject of this poem does not appear until the fourth line, where we see five children squatting upon their knees like animals, looking at the dough. According to The Gilgamesh and The Odyssey, we humans identify ourselves as bread-eaters, yet at this moment these children don’t even have bread to eat. Contrasting with the black snow outside, everything seems bright in the bakery. Inside we see the flaming red fire, the white arm of the baker, and the golden bread. This is not just a contrast of light, but it is also the warmth of the fire and coldness of snow: in the fifth stanza, the children are breathing the warmth into their soul, treating it as if it is a warm breast. The children may not feel warm and loved even at home: they sleep under their rags covered with hoar-frost, and their linen streams with the winter wind. All of the five children were yearning for the “golden” bread. Here, bread becomes the symbol of a warmer, better life and a nourishment for their hungry souls. The one thing that used to be acquired very easily eventually became something unattainable. 
 
[13] The symbol of divine knowledge, the mark of sin, and the burden of a king, bread had made its way through the renaissance into the literary works of the modern age. The function of bread as a literary element varies according to different social conditions. Perhaps the only question that we have left is: what would bread be like in the future? If technology continues to develop and we no longer need bread to feed ourselves, what would be the role of “bread” in literary works?
 
The Matrix, a modern science fiction movie about computer programmer Neo’s escape from the “programmed” world to the reality where everyone was plugged into computers and sustained by nutrient solutions, provides a reasonable answer to this question: bread would become an annual feast, similar to ancient greek cults. According to the movie, the bread feast took place in Zion, the last human city on earth. During the feast, the bread was distributed to each citizen who patiently and eagerly awaited to partake. Only after the storyteller completed relaying the tale of Geoffrey (the only man who remembers what bread tasted like) would each citizen start enjoying the bread. 
 
Perhaps in the future, bread—once vital to human civilization—would lose all its original meaning, becoming an object of mere reverence. The forgetting of an object’s function, purpose, and significance is as consequential as the loss of the object itself. Yet, through literature, we can still trace and uncover the meanings of ordinary things. Though bread may perish, words will endure, standing aere perennius—more lasting than bronze.
 
 

Thérèse Raquin
Zola and “Universal Love”
 
(Thérèse Raquin is a book published in 1867 by the french French novelist Émile Zola. This essay quoted from the English translation by Robin Buss.)
 
Orphaned at an early age, Thérèse Raquin was raised by her controlling aunt Madame Raquin. She never had the chance to disobey her aunt’s orders and leave the house. Her only childhood companion was her sick cousin Camille, a slothful and weak boy overprotected by his mother. After Camille moved to Paris to manage his shop, Madame Raquin followed him and arranged a marriage between Thérèse and Camille. Thérèse accepted her fate with resignation, foreseeing a future of boredom.
 
After their marriage, Thérèse encountered Laurent, a strong and independent workmate of Camille who was addicted to sensational pleasures. His decisiveness and his riotous way of life quickly attracted the long-constrained Thérèse. 
 
Laurent later decided to take Thérèse as his lover. A secret, lustrous, and vivifying affair soon took place between them. When it became evident that their affair could not continue for the presence of Thérèse’s husband Camille, the lovers decided to murder Camille and marry. 
 
During a boating excursion on the Seine River, Laurent strangled Camille to death and hurled him into the river. However, Camille’s struggle left a wound on Laurent’s neck. He covered his wound and made everything look like an accident.
 
After the murder, the lovers did not marry. Instead, they were haunted by their guilt. Laurent began to fantasize that the dead had invaded his apartment. This continuous suspicion had also broken their relationship, the lovers found each other hateful. Laurent left Thérèse’s house and attempted to start a career of painting elsewhere. But he could not overcome his obsession with the death of Camille. When he tried to confess his sins to Thérèse, her aunt Madame Raquin, now paralyzed and speechless, overheard their conversation and knew that it was those whom she regarded as her own children who had killed Camille.
 
Months passed, Thérèse and Laurent attempted to exorcise Camille and escape one another’s unbearable company by beating each other and by resorting to adultery. Finally, they planned to murder each other, but their schemes were revealed at the same moment, and this revelation led them to tears. They drank the poison that Laurent was preparing to Camille and fell dead at the feet of the paralyzed Madame Raquin.
*
In my opinion, this is a novel whose central theme is the exploration on nature. The nature of Thérèse Raquin, like that of Madame Bovary’s in Gustav Flaubert’s novel, is oppressed by a marriage with whom one does not love. However, what was oppressing Thérèse herself was not the marriage itself but its dull and monotonous life. She was not accustomed to a stable and quiet life. In fact, her nature does not allow her to lead such a life. Her nature conveyed both an animalistic character and a yearning ambition. Both were portrayed in Zola’s description:
 
“When she was alone, in the long grass by the river, she lay flat on her stomach like an animal, her eyes dark and wide, her body flexed, ready to pounce.”
 
“She had wild dreams; she would look defiantly at the river as it rumbled past and imagine that the water was going to leap out and attack her; so, she stiffened and prepared to defend herself, wondering angrily how to overcome the waves.”
 
Her choice to cheat on her husband was powered by her desire for an emancipation from social norms and by her willingness to re-embrace an animalistic nature. Laurent, by chance, embodied such a cynical and animalistic character:
 
“His great, powerful body asked for nothing better than to lie idle, wallowing in constant indolence and gratification. He would have liked to eat well, sleep long and fully satisfy his desires, without moving from the spot or running the risk of exhausting himself in any way.”
 
It is obvious that Thérèse treated Laurent as a chance for herself to leave the picture of the oppressing bedroom and return to the former scene of the colorful nature. In this case, her love for Laurent was not a natural affection, instead, she treated him more as a savior, as a vulnerable and possibly ephemeral chance. She was not attracted to him, instead, she clangs to him as someone on the edge of a cliff would clang to a firm rope.
 
Although Laurent seemed independent and natural on the outside, deep down he was actually blood-thirsty and cruel. This fleshy wound might be a mark of his cruelty. Yet, it might also be a symbol of his sin of homicide. After the lovers committed this crime together, Laurent asked for Thérèse’s kiss to relieve the pain of this wound:
 
“He wanted Thérèse to kiss him on the scar, counting on the woman’s kiss to calm the thousand stings piercing his flesh.”
 
Thérèse responded in a pleading voice:
 
“Oh, no! Not there! There’s blood on it.”
 
However, Thérèse eventually offered him that kiss:
 
“They fell, one on top of the other, struck down, finding consolation at last in death. The young woman’s mouth fell against the scar on her husband’s neck left by Camille’s teeth.”
 
Laurent’s pain was relieved through a kiss, which was a common representation of love. He was eventually pardoned and saved by love. The omnipotent love pardons all in the end.
 
As human beings, we are often told by other people that we should search for our own nature. However, as long as we are present in this world, our nature would inevitably be oppressed for the sake of social norms or social order.
 
Thérèse had a free and animalistic nature, but, in compliance with the tradition of the patriarchal system, she became oppressed by her dull arranged marriage; Laurent had a violent but strong nature, but he was tortured by guilt which must be present in order to preserve social order.
Does this novel end with a pessimistic view saying that no one is capable of living in accordance with their nature with no compliance? No, on the contrary, the story ends with a revelation of the nature of love: a pardoning of past sins and crimes. Although people are everywhere under oppression, some are still seeking to escape from the chains and to embrace their truest natures. Like the pair of lovers in this book, escaping from, or, in other words, revolting against the oppressive arranged marriage. Whether their actions caused any kind of results, the universal love is still there to console their guilts and pardon their wrongs.
 
 

Greeneland
Childhood and Politics in Graham Greene’s Novels
Introduction
Some literary critics believed that the the english writer Graham Greene is the most prolific writer of the 20th century, and his works the most wildly-read. But he is not as eminent in China as in other countries. For some readers may have difficulty in understanding Greene’s common theme of English Spies in the cold war; others, however, may find his philosophy and his political views a little cynical and highly different from mainstream ideas. As a contributor of English literature, Greene produced both comedy novellas, including May We Borrow Your Husband and Our Man In Havana, and highly lauded serious fiction, including The Human Factor and The Captain and the Enemy. 
 
This article presents my immature thoughts on the presentation of childhood in Greene’s fiction, the life of Graham Greene and his political thoughts. My thoughts are based on three of his books: Our Man In Havana, The Captain And The Enemy and The Human Factor.
Childhood and Greeneland
In Greene’s literary works, he offered amazing stories and also created insightful protagonists like Castle, Wormold, and the anonymous Captain. Childhood is a common theme presented by his characters. 
 
In The Human Factor, when the secret agent Castle was playing hide and seek with his stepson Sam, they encountered a double-agent named Dave who was working for both Britain and Russia. Sam saw Dave and asked childishly:
 
‘Can you play hide-and-seek with me?’
 
Hoping to preserve the innocent childhood of Sam, the following conversation took place, it started with Dave’s reply:
 
‘I used to know the game, but I’m always ready to learn new rules.’
 
‘Are you a real spy like daddy?’
 
‘Yes, I’m a double agent for Russia.’
 
Sam turned around and told his stepfather Castle:
 
‘I like Mr.Davis.’
 
‘Yes, so do I.’ Castle replied.
 
‘Nobody plays hide and seek as well as he does. Not even you.’
 
A similar example happened when Castle was reading a story to Sam. He said, dismally: 
 
‘There were still fathers around even today who told their children that God existed.’
 
From the contexts above, we could see that Castle is trying to preserve the precious childhood of his stepson Sam. Yet, it’s also easy to see that Castle also feels reluctant to his own childhood. 
 
This kind of protection of children and reluctancies of self is often seen in Greene’s novels. In Our Man In Havana, the British agent Wormold, who disguises himself as a vacuum-cleaner salesman, had always protected his teenage daughter Milly from the local gang boss Captain Segura, he even sent her to a Catholic school, hoping to create an untainted atmosphere for her. When Wormold heard his daughter praying ‘Hail Mary’, living her perfectly innocent childhood, he felt how oppressed he was by the recollection of his own misery as a schoolboy:
 
‘Childhood was the germ of all mistrust. You were cruelly joked upon and then you cruelly joked. You lost the remembrance of pain through inflicting it.’
 
The simple, innocent and beautiful childhood is longed by many of Graham Greene’s characters. Whether they are adults like Wormold and Castle, willing to cure their wounds inside by giving a perfect childhood to their children; or children bullied by Lionel Carter in the book Brighton Rock, hoping for a better, less sadistic life. However, as for adults, the longing for childhood is not only the result of a mental need, but also an escape of reality, an consequence of their discontent lives. 
Although Castle was happily married with a woman whom he loves, his life was still full of discontents. The novel The Human Factor began with the leakage of an important secret file at the Intelligence Agency. Every agent was suspected and they all lived in great tension and fear. The greatest tension arrived when Greene announced the death of Dave. After he confessed to Castle that he was a double-agent, Castle didn’t tell anyone, but the next day, he was found dead. Castle suspected that the Intelligence found out Dave’s identity, and had therefore chose to kill him. On the other hand, according to the Intelligence, Dave died of sudden liver failure. Castle, facing such contradictory messages, living in enormous tension and mistrust, had chose to engross himself in his own world—a world of Whisky and naive childhood. Scholar Christopher Hitchens called this world ‘Greeneland’. In fact, most of his novels ‘took place’ in ‘Greeneland’.
 
In The Captain and the Enemy, a young boy named Victor was collected from school by a nameless stranger called The Captain. The Captain took him to a local bar, where they drank Whisky. After that, he renamed Victor as Jim. The Captain then took his lady friend Liza with them to Panama, where they had romantic adventures together, fighting the jewel thieves and the smugglers. As for Jim, his life in Panama was his ‘Greeneland’. Where he stayed away from his school and his homework (The authority and its supervision), and lived a happy childhood life with The Captain.
Most of the characters in Greene’s books, in my opinion, presents a reminiscence of childhood, and a kind of discomfort caused by living under authority supervision and suspiciousness between friends. ‘Childhood and Whisky’ is an escape from their discomforts in reality, or ‘a vacation in Greeneland’.
 
However, unlike other protagonists in fiction stories(such as Anna by Leo Tolstoy) that were created with their own individuality and characteristics who eventually became uncontrollable by the author. Most of the protagonists in Greene’s books resembled to marionettes, they acted according to the author’s will, and in the end, they showed a sentiment of desire or of discontent which belonged to the author. These sentiments of his characters, were also the true feelings of Graham Greene himself.
Life of Graham Greene
Graham Greene has not lived a happy childhood. His father had great expectations on him, so he sent him to a boarding school. There, Greene was bullied and fell into serious depression. He overdosed Aspirin and tried to hurt himself with a revolver gun. After his father knew this, he sent him to a psychoanalyst in whose house he lived while under treatment. His father had not accompanied him much, young Greene spent most of his childhood in a small cottage with his uncle. This happiness that was missing in his childhood affected his writings, making the longing for and the protection of childhood the ultimate subject of his novels.(As we have analysed in the previous part) 
 
In 1925, Greene graduated from his university and than became a Commu-nism social activist. In 1949, Greene started to work for the Foreign Office of England, as a agent in Freetown, a city in Leone, Africa. It was probably this time, he felt that his country was using him as an instrument, but not treating him as a person. He thought that England had only harmed his friendship with the local people by endless suspicions. Questions about betrayal and loyalty came into his mind: Is the loyalty to a friend more important than the loyalty to a country? Is betraying a friend worse than betraying a country?
Politics and Greeneland
Before we answer the two questions, I would like to show an interesting phenomenon that I found in Graham Greene’s novels: the children who lived a happy childhood must have had ‘irresponsible’ guardians. For example, in The Human Factor, Castle said to his wife Sarah:
 
‘Sarah, I love Sam because he is yours. Because he is not mine. Because I don’t have to see anything of myself there when I look at him.’
 
In some ways, Castle was being ‘irresponsible’ to his stepson Sam. Because he saw nothing of himself in Sam, or in other words, he has no anticipation for Sam. As a result, Sam lived a happy childhood. 
 
Similar with The Captain and Jim, The Captain had no anticipation for Jim, so he took him on an adventure instead of sending him back to his school. As a result, Jim also lived a happy childhood. 
In Our Man In Havana, after Wormold knew that his daughter fell in love with the gang boss Captain Segura, he tried to control her, but he gave up in the end. Because he chose to be ‘irresponsible’ to their relationship and give Milly a happy life. As a result, Milly lived happily with Segura. And Wormold was no longer obsessed with his daughter’s ‘perfect childhood’. This is the adults’ ‘irresponsibleness’ with their children. 
 
Some agents in Greene’s books were also ‘irresponsible’ with their jobs, even with their country. In Our Man In Havana, English agent Wormold turned in blueprints of his vacuum cleaners to the Intelligence officials as ‘designs of the latest cuban weapons.’ He made up fake adventure stories to make the officials believe that he was making progress. When his friend Dr.Hasselbacher was suspected as ‘potential communist’ by the English Intelligence Agency, Wormold protected his friend from the investigation of his country. Greene valued friendship higher than his loyalty to his country. 
 
The same thing happened in The Human Factor too. Castle in the end felt tired of serving his country England, he felt tired of living in tension and fear. So he went to a place where he thought that people will trust him—Soviet Russia. As for him, Russia might mean cold and hunger, but it also means hope and trust. In Chapter Two of the sixth part, Greene described Castle’s life in Moscow:
 
‘From the window on the twelfth floor of the great grey building Castle could see the red star over the University. There was a certain beauty in the view as there is in all cities at night.’ 
The word ‘beauty’ heightened the fact that Castle appreciated his life in Russia. During the cold war, expressing this kind of appreciation was a very sensitive act. Many people disagreed with Greene. But Greene, being a former Communism social activist, stuck with his own political stand and made a speech in public:
 
‘I don’t give a damn about men who are loyal to the people who pay them, to organizations…I don't think even my country means all that much. There are many countries in our blood, aren’t there, but only one person. Would the world be in the mess it is if we were loyal to love and not to countries?’
Greene had also wrote:
 
‘He betrayed his country - yes, perhaps he did, but who among us has not committed treason to something or someone more important than a country?’
 
What Graham Greene was longing for wasn’t a ‘correct’ political statement or ideology. The Human Factor described Greene’s hope through the psychological description of Castle:
 
‘…he hoped that he might find a permanent home, in a city where he could be accepted as a citizen, as a citizen without any pledge of faith, not the City of God or Marx, but the city called Peace of Mind.’
 
Greene also hoped to stay away from the messy politics and live in his own world—Greeneland.
Summary
In this essay, we analyzed Greene’s common theme of childhood, and understood that most of his protagonists were trying to escape their discomfort life through childhood. We then learned where his thoughts came from by looking into his early life. After that, we began with describing the irresponsibleness of his characters, and talked about politics, them being irresponsible to England. In the end, we came to know that Greene himself was also trying to escape the messy politics nowadays. His characters and himself both wanted to live in Greeneland. But, where exactly is Greeneland?
 
At the beginning of Our Man In Havana, Greene gave us a little hint. A few men were talking in the bar, naive and Whisky-drunk: 
 
‘I have won them as certainly as you exist, my almost unseen friend. You would not exist if I didn’t believe you existed. I believe, therefore you are.’
 
‘What do you mean I don’t exist?’
 
‘You exist only in my thoughts, my friend. If I left this room…’
 
The beautiful idyll may have existed only in a drunken man’s imagination. Yet Greene’s characters were never truly sober. Perhaps the true Greeneland was just hidden behind the text, hoping for its readers to find out.
 
 

Allan Poe’s Maelstrom 
 
(A Descent into the Maelstrom is a short story by Edgar Allan Poe, written in 1841.)
 
An old man told the author an exciting story which happened near the northern Norwegian Sea. Three brothers set sail towards a dangerous water area, hoping to catch more fish. They encountered a terrible maelstrom, and two of them died fighting against it, only one survived to tell the story.
The image of swelling waves and revolving vortexes came into my mind when I was reading this novel. Poe’s vivid description of scenes is a ceaseless whirlpool that attracts all my attention. However, certain mists prevail in his vivid scenes, they enveloped this story in a mystique. This passage tries to interpret this novel through the perspective of religion.
MAN AND GOD
Et spiritus Dei ferebatur super aquas.
——The Bible, Genesis I
 
Now, when storms of Fate o’ercast
Darkly my Present and my Past,
Let my future radiant shine
With sweet hopes of thee and thine.
——Edgar Allan Poe, Hymn to the Virgin Mary
 
The most obvious conflict in this novel was the relationship between the mortal and the transcendent. In the beginning of the first paragraph, Poe quoted from Joseph Glanville, an English scholar who firmly believes in the presence of witchcraft and supernatural beings. Glanville claimed that the act of God has a greater depth than the well of Democritus, or the unlimited nature. 
 
Then, Poe used many personifications to describe the natural phenomenon. The surf reared up howling and shrieking, the dashing water was fast and angry, and the ocean was equipped with a chopping character. These words were not only used to describe the rapidity of the waves, but also the impetuous character of God who holds the control of Nature in his hands.
 
A few attempts were made to fight against the angry vortex. But their ship was too small to withstand. The waves took away one of the old man’s brothers. After this incident occurred, the old man was suddenly filled with an awe to nature and God:
 
“Never shall I forget the sensations of awe, horror, and admiration with which I gazed about me.”
“I began to reflect how magnificent a thing it was to die in such a manner, and how foolish it was in me to think of so paltry a consideration as my own individual life, in view of so wonderful a manifestation of God’s power.”
 
He knew how little he was before the spinning waves, the will of God. After having muttered a few prayers to God, he wasn’t afraid of his death anymore. Instead, he possessed an unnatural curiosity to the vortex itself. As if he was imposed upon by some kind of irrational force to reach for the sublime.
 
After the old man converted to God, the words that were used to personify the waters changed. The rays of moon suddenly began to “shine in a golden glory”. The waters were not “choppy” anymore, instead, they became enchanting.
 
On the contrary, his brother did not experience the same awe as the old man did. He continued to fight against the wind, and as a result, the waves pitilessly took away his life.
 
The fierce Norwegian maelstrom was a symbol of god’s will. Those who comply with it would be saved at last, but those who fights against it would end tragically. Will of God and individual fate alike, one must never go against his inevitable fate.
BURDEN AND REDEMPTION
“All the natural movements of the soul are controlled by laws analogous to those of physical gravity. Grace is the only exception.”
——Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace
 
After the old man possessed an unnatural curiosity, he made three observations. The first was, that the larger the bodies were, the more rapid their descent. However, I believe that the largeness is not restricted to being vast in its shape, it can also mean the largeness of one’s burden, or, in Weil’s terms, one’s gravity.
What was the Burden that the old man was bearing? When he was recounting the purpose of their dangerous expedition, he said:
 
“The choice spots over here among the rocks, however, not only yield the finest variety, but in far greater abundance; so that we often got in a single day, what the more timid of the craft could not scrape together in a week.”
 
The old man and his brothers were all embodied with the sin of greed, one of the seven sins elaborated by Thomas Aquinas. They were impatiently craving for more fish.
 
The fish probably meant something deeper in Poe’s times. Poe was living in a fast-growing America when industries quickly emerged and population soured. The increasing population demanded more economic resources. Therefore, in the 1840s, Lewis, Clark and many other explorers set out for an expedition towards the west in search for more economic opportunities. Many other expeditions of different scales also took place in the broad lands of America. Those explorers were like the three brothers in this novel, they were always hoping to acquire more.
 
While contemporary writers like Herman Melville praised the courageous spirit of the explorers by writing about the hunting of a giant whale, Poe, instead, was attempting to question whether it was right to carry on with all these expeditions. Being someone who had spent his childhood in a Catholic school (Bransby's Manor House School), Poe was very familiar with the religious morals. So it is probable for him to find similarities between the whirlpool and the never-satisfied desire of men. It is this desire that had wavered man’s faith to God and respect for nature. Men were sinned, corrupted and in need of the graceful redemption.
 
But this redemption could only be achieved through an expedition towards the hazardous vortex—by exposing the fragile individuals to great fears and awakening them using tales of horror and figures of the grostique. The vortex evoked the fear of the soul, and the old man’s awe derived from his immense fear. As he claimed in the first paragraph:
 
“I tremble at the least exertion and am frightened at a shadow.”
KANT AND BURKE
In the first paragraph I have introduced how this novel is related to the relationship between man and God, and I have reached the conclusion that it is wrong to go against the will of God. In the second part, I have analysed the religious and historical background of this novel (Why did Poe call on people of his time to pay respect to God). In the end we concluded that every man should be exposed to some fear in order to re-establish their awe to nature and God. This idea is quite similar with Kant’s.
According to the aesthetic theory of Kant in Critique of Judgement, sublime corresponds to the mental state of the subject who confronts a grandiose nature. A natural object “shocks” the subject by its vastness and grandeur.
 
Kant came up with a very interesting theory of the dynamically sublime. In this theory, the imagination is compelled to transcend its own limit in order to represent what is strong.
However, we have our own limitations, as he put it: “in the immeasurableness of nature and the incompetence of our faculty for adopting a standard proportionate to the aesthetic estimation of the magnitude of its realm, we found our own limitation.”
 
Our imagination often fails to represent the nature in its entirety (Since in this novel Poe mentioned that the nature is a bottomless well). However, the suffering of it can be ceased by the help of reason. To Kant, the sublime is not only marked by this failure of imagination but also by the sense of confronting the limit of sensibility. He describes a typical encounter of sublime:
 
“Bold, overhanging, and, as it were, threatening rocks, thunderclouds piled up the vault of heaven, borne along with flashes and peals, volcanoes in all their violence of destruction, hurricanes leaving desolation in their track, the boundless ocean rising with rebellious force, the high waterfall of some mighty river, and the like, make our power of resistance of trifling moment in comparison with their might.”
 
According to Kant, the sublime feeling is evoked in the condition that the subject is in a safe distance from the power of nature. The subject is the spectator.
 
The narrator in Poe’s novel experienced the Kantian sublime in a growing fear when he was seeing the formation of the vortex from far away. When the ocean presented “a panorama more deplorably desolate no human imagination can conceive”. There was a sense of “the faintest conception either of the magnificence or of the horror of the scene—or of the wild bewildering sense of the novel which confounds the beholder.” Then, the old man looked around and saw “the largest ships coming within the influence of the deadly attraction”, he was terrified because his ship was “as little as a feather in the hurricane”. The old man’s failure of his faculty to present the scene logically resembles the state that the Kantian subject stands in sublime.
 
The old man in Poe’s novel then sailed near the whirlpool. He witnessed the swelling tides and the fierce revolution of waters in a very close distance. This reminded me of Burke’s theory about sublime. He claimed in his A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful:
 
“Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.”
 
“When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are, delightful, as we every day experience.”
 
At first, the pain pressed too nearly for the old man and his two brothers. The old man felt soul-braking after this incident because of the loss of his two brothers. At the beginning, the maelstrom isn’t giving any delight:
 
“For some moments we were completely deluged, as I say, and all this time I held my breath, and clung to the bolt.”
 
“In the meantime, the breeze that had headed us off fell away, and we were dead becalmed, drifting about in every direction.”
 
Then, he began to try to restore his rationality. At first, he got control over his boat as the “strangling wind” disappeared. Then, he observed what was happening around the ship, his soul made direct contract with the sheer power of nature and understood that he was surrounded by the power of God. Having seen the foundered ship, he accepted his fate and found amusement in the surroundings. He observed the the whirlpool closely and gradually got more “thrilled”:
“Around in every direction it was still as black as pitch, but nearly overhead there burst out, all at once, a circular rift of clear sky—as clear as I ever saw—and of a deep bright blue—and through it there blazed forth the full moon with a lustre that I never before knew her to wear. She lit up everything about us with the greatest distinctness—but, oh God, what a scene it was to light up!”
SUMMARY
In comparison with the two brothers who died at sea, the survival of the old man implied that one must comply to the orders of God and their inevitable fate. Then, I claimed that this religious obedience of God and nature could have been necessary for the 1840’s American society. Perhaps the thriving people should be exposed to something divine and sublime. Then, I introduced Kant’s and Burke’s approach to sublime and how it was represented in Poe’s novel.
 
The novel ended abruptly without explaining what eventually happened to the old man. Did he ever reconcile with this torturous incident? Did he ever escape from the maelstrom of melancholy? God knows.
 
 

Celestial Desires and Earthly Redemption
Decoding Wagner's 'Tannhäuser' Through Myth and Literature
 
The overture began with the loud horns. After meandering between the languorous rhythms and the graceful tunes, the melody soared, as if it was ascending to the embrace of the merciful goddess. Then, the curtains rose. What first appeared on the stage were men and women dancing joyfully in pink tights. The color of their garments resemble the natural color of their skin. If we take a look at them from far away, they would be wearing nothing at all. Among those dancers lay a woman, she was Venus, the goddess of beauty and the seducer of men. There was a man on her breasts enjoying the sinful pleasure, he was the ancient knight Tannhäuser. The singing of the Sirens broke their sweet dreams. Tannhäuser woke up, after realizing that he had been immersed in bodily pleasure for too long, he begged Venus to grant him freedom to flee from her palace-Venusberg and return to earth. After a long and difficult struggle and many rounds of dispute, Tannhäuser fled from the sinful life and joined the pilgrims on their way to Rome. Before he left, he made a significant claim:“My redemption can only be found in Maria.”
 
Tannhäuser met his old friends in the pilgrims’ line. Two of whom, Wolfram and Biterolf, reminded him of his previous lover Elisabeth and told him that she was still waiting for his return. Tannhäuser was thrilled to hear this and immediately decided to renounce his travel to Rome to find her. He and his friends entered a singing contest hosted by Elisabeth’s family in Wartburg. There the two former lovers reunited. Elisabeth decided to forgive Tannhäuser for everything he had done. Everything seemed to be heading towards the right direction. However, when it was Tannhäuser’s turn to sing, Venus disturbed him and he sang a song praising her lustrous life. Elisabeth persuaded him to forget about Venus and seek eternal redemption. Her words motivated Tannhäuser to return to the pilgrims’ line. 
 
Wolfram and Elisabeth came for Tannhäuser when the pilgrims returned to Wartburg. To their disappointment, he did not appear. Elisabeth prayed to God, hoping that they would forgive Tannhäuser’s sins. She kept praying until her soul had left her body and became a saint. When Wolfram found Tannhäuser who was once again depraved in the lust of Venus, he told him that there had been an angel praying him and her prayers had already been answered. Under the merciful light of God, Tannhäuser was forgiven, and everyone was singing in high mirth. 
 
*
 
When I saw this opera for the first time, I found its plot confusing. Why did Wagner make Elisabeth die? Why did he grant this sinner salvation in the end?
 
In the beginning, I treated this work as an imitation of Goethe’s Faust. Venus was the devil with whom Tannhäuser made a deal with. And Elisabeth was the Matilde who brought salvation to Tannhäuser in the end. The love between Elisabeth and Tannhäuser was salvation. It also resembles Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Tannhäuser and Raskolnikov are alike, they are both sinners according to the Bible. The former indulged in bodily pleasures while the latter committed the crime of murder. Elisabeth is similar to Sonya, their love cured and brought redemption to the sinners. 
 
After reading the entire script once again, I found an interesting detail: Wagner himself claimed that the background for the first act of this opera should be The Rape of Europa. This painting recounts a story selected from Ovid’s Metamorphosis. Infatuated with Europa, Jupiter-king of all the other gods-transformed himself into a white bull and joined a heard grazing near the seashore. Europa and her companions approached the bull with hand outstretched. Soon, they began to adorn his muzzles with flowers. Suddenly, the white bull threw Europa on his back and carried her into the middle of the sea. The Jupiter in this story resembles Venus and Tannhäuser, as they were were imposed upon by their uncontrollable desire. 
 
As for Venus, Tannhäuser is her “Europa”, she needs him to satisfy her desires. She not only yearned for his body, but for his songs too. In addition, she was the one who was controlling Tannhäuser in the first act as he did not even have the right to leave. In fact, we could make the assumption that it was Venus who corrupted Tannhäuser and transformed (metamorphose) him into a desirous being. Tannhäuser was, like many other characters in ancient Greek tragedies, the victim of the wills of the gods.
 
On the other hand, the scene in which the semi-naked dancers danced was entitled Bacchanale. Which means voluptuous ballet music in French. However, according to its Latin origins, this word also means an orgy or a devotee of Bacchus. The ancient rite of Bacchus was arcane and unconventional. It was completely deviated from the Olympic worships that the ancient Greeks had. The location it was held was not often seen: it was held on mountains near the cities. The ceremonial activities were strange: all the worshippers would gather around to rip the body of a wild beast and eat its raw meat. And it was said that in Greek mythology, Dionysius (Bacchus) had been born twice. After he was born for the first time from his mother Semele, he was ripped and eaten by the 12 Titans. Zeus saved him by sewing him up in his leg until he reached maturity. In this ceremony, all the worshippers would also drink wine and dance wantonly, regardless of all limitations and morals. Therefore, the side that Venus is on might be a representation of a drunk, orderless, and anarchist society; the character of Elisabeth may be a symbol of sober political conservatism. Tannhäuser is struggling between both sides: between lust and salvation, freedom and order.
 
The one important figure who revolutionized the Bacchus worship was Orpheus. He was said to be endowed with superhuman musical skills, just like Tannhäuser. The orphic eschatology presented some ideas that are parallel to modern Christianity. It laid great stress on rewards and punishments after bodily death, the soul being freed after death to achieve its true life.
 
This explains the death of Elisabeth. Her death signifies that her noble soul has been freed from her earthly body which constrained her. She was reborn after her death. The merciful gods lavished on Tannhäuser the salvation of grace, which was also a rebirth for him. Therefore, the ending is not a mere funeral for Elisabeth, but a celebration of the new-born souls. Identical to the Orpheus religion which derived from chaotic rituals, their novel birth of order and conformity also arrived after chaotic and complex inner struggles and conflicts.
 
The opera Tannhäuser ended in an instant, without implying what Tannhäuser’s actions would be like after he received the salvation. Perhaps his beautiful singing voice and the twang of his harp would reach the realm of Hades (Death). However, I believe that his worldliness and his internal conflicts would prevent him from choosing to stay with Elisabeth together in the afterworld. Maybe he would eventually become someone like Orpheus, who wanders around Hades’ realm but never dares to step across its line.
 
 

Der Rosenkavalier: Being and Time
 
The curtain rose. Following which was the uprising melody of the crisp woodwinds and the clanking beats of percussion, as if they were the joyful songs of the chirping sparrows. Morning had lavished its warmth into the bedroom of the Marshallian, who was lying languidly with her young lover Octavian and enjoying the remaining pleasures of their corrupt and lustrous affair. There was a certain sense of melancholy in the shivering strings, for the new light had already bestowed upon the wide territories of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Not knowing the nearing cothurnus, they shared kisses and had their delicate breakfast. The glimmering silverware tinkled as they eat. To them, it was merely another day of sun.
 
Such was the beginning scene of Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier. To be frank, I wasn’t very familiar with his works. But from the concerts of Don Quixote and Ein Alpinesymphonie which I had the privilege to listen in a live performance, I found that he is extremely talented in creating beautiful details. The four last lieders, his most famous work, is an essential example. However, he often wears together the little beautiful pieces with a story from a book or a poem.
 
This magnificent opera is also an ensemble of beautiful pieces of music, worn together by the romantic story created by Hoffmann Sthal. Octavian, the secret lover of the Marshallian, was chosen by her to be the knight of rose. His duty was to hand the silver rose to Sophie--the bride of the Marshallian’s cousin—as a gift of their engagement. After arriving at her mansion, Sophie fell in love with the charming Octavian and decided to dissolute her engagement with the Marshallian’s cousin. After the reconciliation from the Marshallian, Sophie and Octavian lived happily ever after. To some extent, this is a comedy, with twisting plots and humorous lines. The most laughable scene is when the cousin of the Marshallian mistook Octavian as a juvenile maid and tried to tease her. The scene when he signed the marriage contract was also jocular: he was arguing with his lawyer how to claim the estate of his bride as his own when an Italian singer was singing a romantic ballad of love besides him.
 
However, it is tristesse that prevails the entire story. In the ending song of the first act, senses of lamentation are provoked in the heart of the Marshallian when she sang:
 
In such dreary world,
I will inevitably grow old.
My vigor lost, and
My life shan’t prolong.
How could the merciful god
Lavish me such fate?
 
Quinquin (Octavian), never hold fast,
For it will fade
Faster in your grasp.
I have noticed,
The fragile of life.
That nothing could live,
In the depth of our minds.
 
We cannot embrace,
Anything between our fingers
Will slip away.
It melts like water,
Annihilated.
Turned into dusts
In the rosy mists.
 
Time alters nothing,
Time is nothing.
But all of a sudden,
Only time remains.
Sometimes, in the night,
I’ll stop all the clocks.
In order not to fear,
The fleeting time.
 
It is this sense
That I have never made clear.
Isn’t time the creation of lord?
And so are the meat of us.
(Translated from German by Potato)
 
She realized that her secret affair with young Octavian would never last, for she would one day grow old and lose all her attractive vigor. She also realized that her immoral love with Octavian was doing him nothing but harm and felt that it was time to put an end to all of this.
 
In the third act, after Octavian fell in love with Sophie, she sang: “let us put an end to all of this farce.” Suddenly, the Marshallian’s cousin who “was engaged” returned to his wife and children. Then the Marshallian appeared, she said to Octavian: “All is nothing but a farce, performed for someone. But you shall not know, you shall never know the truth behind.” Once the words fell, she left the room, indicating the end of her affair with Octavian. From this point we can see that everything that had happened onstage were nothing but a farce carefully designed by the Marshallian, for her to gradually give away her love towards Octavian. Her leaving marked the end of all romantic ideals and the surrender to reality. One can only live in a world of physical entities but not the world filled with abstract feelings and passions; one should only be set afire by practical beings but not empty hopes.
 
Marshallian’s reflection of time in the end of the first act acted like the Gravity which drew her back to reality from her insubstantial dreamlike and romantic life with Octavian. Through her reflection of time and her uncertain thoughts, she realized her Being. The acceptance that she will grow old with the passing of time had allowed her to view her Being not as a single fixed status but something that is related with the development of time. Our Being is deeply rooted in time. Being itself is time. Time does not exist separately outside of us, instead, it consists in our lives.
 
Through the unpredictable development of the story and the irregular, unrepeating rhythms of Strauss’s music, the audience would also realize the distance between themselves and the characters, between the fairy tale which the Marshallian created for Octavian and what was actually happing. It is this distance that made us aware of the constant Being of the play and ourselves.
 
The finale of this opera was “Marie Theres”, in which Octavian and Sophie gave thanks to the Marshallian. The horns gradually grew louder from the rear of the orchestra. Notes rushed towards the audience like fierce waves. Everything seemed to be immersed in the ostensive joy of the germination of a new love. Yet the triangles from the back tinkled like falling tears. Soon, the stage is quiet. The Marshallian had closed her door; Octavian and Sophie left with joy. Accompanied by the brisk sounds of the woodwinds, a young servant came to the stage. she picked up a few pieces of cloth and left the stage like a waft of brisk wind, leaving nothing behind.
 
 

Keats’s Autumn
 
To Autumn
John Keats
 
Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
   Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless
   With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees,
   And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;
      To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells
   With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,
And still more, later flowers for the bees,
Until they think warm days will never cease,
      For summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells.
 
Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store?
   Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,
   Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;
Or on a half-reap'd furrow sound asleep,
   Drows'd with the fume of poppies, while thy hook
      Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers:
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep
   Steady thy laden head across a brook;
   Or by a cyder-press, with patient look,
      Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours.
 
Where are the songs of spring? Ay, Where are they?
   Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,—
While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day,
   And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue;
Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn
   Among the river sallows, borne aloft
      Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies;
And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn;
   Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft
   The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft;
      And gathering swallows twitter in the skies.
 
A few days earlier, gale arrived and tore all the leaves off the branches. These withered yellowish leaves formed a golden carpet, as if nature was welcoming the arrival of the piercing coldness of winter. Many ancient Chinese poets tend to attribute the sensations of sadness to Autumn. 
However, in To Autumn, Keats took a new perspective and depicted a joyful scene of the English autumn: the trees and vines that climb high and crawl low are full of mature fruit and nuts; the flowers keep blooming, the beehives are overflowing with honey. And by using Sibilances (s-sounds, such as: “mists,” “close bosom,” “bless,” “moss’d,” “swell,” “sweet,” “cease,” “cells”) and o-sounds, both long and short (“mellow,” “bosom,” “load,” “round,” “gourd,” “more,” “flowers”), he created not only an warm atmosphere of harvest, but also a sense of both pleasure and labor (or effort). The sense of effort derives from its pronunciation, as you’ll have to move your mouth when pronouncing phrases such as “To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells, With a sweet kernel; to set budding more.”  Perhaps, what Keats was trying to indicate here was that Nature had been hard at work trying to nurture all these “sweet kernels”. There is always a certain amount of Nature’s energy lying behind his lyrics. Perhaps they were all compressed into present-tense, monosyllabic verbs (like fill, swell, and set.)
 
The second stanza begins with the poet asking “Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store?” Or in today’s English: Who has not seen you surrounded by the crops that you have harvested? Keats began to shift his metaphoric imagination towards a vision of a farmer at rest.The farmer left his land half-plowed, lied between piles of grain, and watched the cider ooze from the presser as wind winnowed. Its silence and leisure contradicts with the chaotic first stanza. In this prevailing drowsiness, the flow of time started to slow down, as if this short season could last forever. Finally, when the last drop of cider oozed from the press, the harvest was complete. The apples that took the whole summer to ripen fell off and were crushed by the machine. In fact, there is a certain sense of hollowness that no fruit of labour could preserve perpetually. All past efforts would soon be washed out by the river of time and eventually covered by the dust of history.
 
In the beginning of the third stanza, Keats exhorted the readers not to think about Spring. But immediately after I read this sentence, the image of spring came into my mind. Spring is a season filled with hope, it is a season when newborn swallows start to sing, and fragrant flowers begin to bloom. A season of birth and revival. This part cannot be accounted as a sensory glut, though it appears to be abrupt and unrelated with the previous stanzas. However, if we look more closely at the first two stanzas, he mentioned symbolisms like kernel, budding, and poppies. Some of which are seeds that you can plant in the following spring. Therefore, in this poem, Keats showed us a certain cycle of energy. After a spending a whole summer gathering energy from Nature and storing it in the ripe fruits of autumn, harvest is not the end of the process. The energy that was stored in fruits would eventually be returned to Nature, therefore it contributes to a new germination. In Short, autumn is not an sorrowful ending, it is only a prelude for the upcoming season of spring.
 
*
 
Keats was an English poet born in 1795, and he wrote this poem at the age of 23, in 1819. That summer, he watched his own brother die from tuberculosis. The medical training that he received as a student made clear to him the likelihood of his own fate. In September of the same year, bacteria colonized his lungs and left him in tremendous torment. In order to preserve his health, his doctor advised him to curb his writing. Lying in bed, scenes of Spring and Summer kept flourishing in his mind. How he would have wished to become a swallow and twitter in the sky, how eager was he to embrace a renascence and recover from his disease. But how was that possible back then? To Autumn, is probably dedicated to his own Autumn. 
 
Keats was somebody who was very likely to be influenced by Romantic Poet Percy Shelley. He wrote lyrics viewing Autumn as a prelude, while Shelley wrote similar sentences treating winter as a foreshadowing of spring in his Ode to the West Wind: 
 
The trumpet of a prophecy! O Wind, 
If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?
 
Interestingly, Ode to the West wind was also written in 1819. Perhaps spring was not only yearned by a man who was going through health problems. It was then yearned by many poets in the English society. Shelley wrote a separate poem called England in 1819. It revealed an incident that occurred back then:
 
An army, whom liberticide and prey
Makes as a two-edged sword to all who wield;
Golden and sanguine laws which tempt and slay;
Religion Christless, Godless—a book sealed;
 
The incident was the so-called Peterloo Massacre, on August 16, 1819, in the industrializing city of Manchester: an armed cavalry, summoned by infuriated local magistrates, charged with sabers drawn into a crowd of 60,000 peaceful demonstrators, murdering at least 10 and wounding hundreds more. Shelley was agitated, so he wrote revolutionary poems calling for the arrival of spring, also, for freedom against autocracy. 
 
Meanwhile, Keats was in association with two other poets: Hunt and Wordsworth. It was said that they represent, as much as political figures, fighters for “the cause of freedom”. They believed that poets bring “healing” to a suffering world, by evoking a world of escape and timeless myth. After the 1819 Peterloo incident, Keats wrote a poem called The Fall of Hyperion which attempts to come to terms with the conflict between absolute value and moral decay.
 
Perhaps, the Autumn was not only the Autumn of an individual, but also, in their eyes, the Autumn of a nation. Autumn depicted in Keats’s poem is beautiful in its lyrics, chaotic in its scene, and is breeding seeds for new spouts to come out next spring.
 
 

It Will Take Time For Us To Find
An Introduction to the Poetic World of Arthur Rimbaud
 
A few weeks ago, during lunchtime, I sat together with my friends, and we had quite a long talk about the categorization of love. We finally came to the conclusion that love, whether rational or irrational, constructive or catastrophic, lusty or innocent, is an indispensable element of our lives. For the action of loving one another, and the sentiments we obtain from being loved, offer us an enjoyable and intoxicating adventure.
 
Rimbaud, this adventurous young man has loved many. Whether it was Verlaine, the revolution, or rhythm. These love inspired him to create beautiful French poetry which pushed the French language itself to the edge.
1
 Arthur Rimbaud was born in Charleville in 1854. His father, an army officer, later abandoned the family, leaving his wife with four children to feed. Although the situation was rough, Madame Rimbaud did her best to make sure her children could receive a decent education. Young Rimbaud was sent to a local school called l’école de Rossa, where he learned to compose Latin Verse and Poetry. Being bright and Talented, he won the first prize in The Latin Poetry Composition Contest when he was only 13 years old. He had also won the first prize in mathematics, too. Although he did very well, he detested studying. In a letter, he said:’I don’t understand why we should study Latin, It is a dead language and no one speaks it anymore. ‘ Rimbaud detested being supervised and controlled by anyone else. He used words like ‘verbose’ and ‘’aggressive’ to describe his mother who cared about his studies very much. Some argued that his dislike towards his mother was caused by provincial gossips. Many local people distorted the reason why his father left them, eventually causing Rimbaud to hate his town Charleville and his family.
 
Anyhow, an adventure was what he dreamed of. From certain papers, I found out that he was given a book called Natural Landscape by Prousch, a local clerk. He was a man who lived in the 17th century, and who might be very interested in Robinson Crusoe by Daniel Defoe, as the contents of their novels highly resemble. The whole novel was about a place far away, where ‘la jeunesse’ (‘Youth’) was the most precious thing. Clerk Prousch implied that youth is when ‘’la libertéde la joie’ (‘The happy freedom’) sparkles. Because it will soon be taken away by others. Therefore, the most appropriate thing to do during the youth is to find that universe of sparkling stars, to pursuit the broad space of freedom. This book, perhaps, affected Rimbaud. We could feel this kind of desire towards freedom in his later work ‘Roman’. The Martin Sorrell version translated ‘Roman’ into Romance, which should actually mean ‘Legendary Tales.’ In this poem, he wrote:
 
Le coeur fou Robinsonne à travers les romans,
—Lorsque, dans la clartéd'un pâle réverbère,
Passe une demoiselle aux petits airs charmants,
Sous l'ombre du faux-col effrayant de son père...
 
Your crazy heart goes Crusoeing through books,
-Then, under thin lamplight,
In the cold Shadow of her father's false collar,
You see a girl go by, all airs and little graces.
 
The Crusoeing heart was Rimbaud’s ambition, yet it was the little graces of woman which made him so tempted. Beneath all the words hides a young boy who has great dreams for the future, but an innocent heart that palpitated whenever he was curious about love.
 
In 1869, Rimbaud began to study in a local high school. There he became the proprietor of a poetry club. The atmosphere was free and liberal. The school was similar to an enclosed society, literature clubs kept blossoming in the school. But these flowers would sometimes wither. The world outside was dynamic. But it was also experiencing serious social problems. During a ‘City-walk’ with his friends, Rimbaud saw homeless people lying on the open streets. Without food to eat or clothes to wear. He knew deep down that these people were workers, and they had to conduct manual labour. He walked pass the orphanage, and saw the poor boys and girls living wretched lives. Rimbaud felt compassionate for them. After all he grew up without the love from his parents. Feeling touched, Rimbaud wrote his first French poem ‘Les Étrennes des orphelins’ (‘Orphan’s New Year Gifts’)
 
On sent, dans tout cela, qu’il manque quelque chose…
– Il n’est donc point de mère àces petits enfants,
De mère au frais sourire, aux regards triomphants ?
Elle a donc oublié, le soir, seule et penchée,
D’exciter une flamme àla cendre arrachée,
D’amonceler sur eux la laine et l’édredon
Avant de les quitter en leur criant : pardon.
Elle n’a point prévu la froideur matinale,
Ni bien ferméle seuil àla bise hivernale ?…
– Le rêve maternel, c’est le tiède tapis,
C’est le nid cotonneux oùles enfants tapis,
Comme de beaux oiseaux que balancent les branches,
Dorment leur doux sommeil plein de visions blanches !…
– Et là, – c’est comme un nid sans plumes, sans chaleur,
Oùles petits ont froid, ne dorment pas, ont peur ;
Un nid que doit avoir glacéla bise amère…
 
This is the second part of the poem. Which, Rimbaud pointed out that there were something missing in the New Year’s eve. A mother was missing. Yet why was she not here? Because ‘Elle a oublié’, she had forgotten. In the following sentences, Rimbaud blamed the mother in the poem for ’Ni bien ferméle seuil àla bise hivernale,’ hadn’t closed the door against the winter wind. He depicted a scene of the children suffering in the final 5 lines:
 
A mother dreams of wool's warmth,
Of cosy nests where snuggling children
Sleep in peace, dream in white,
Like pretty birds on swaying branches
-But here it's a cold, unfeathered nest
Of shivering children, unsleeping, scared,
A nest frozen by cruel winds.
Besides being compassionate, I personally believe that Rimbaud also presented to us readers that he was not loved and he wish to be protected by a strong figure. Whereas lies the strong figure? Perhaps not in this cruel reality, but in one’s imagination and memory.
 
Votre coeur l’a compris : – ces enfants sont sans mère.
Plus de mère au logis ! –et le père est bien loin !…
– Une vieille servante, alors, en a pris soin.
Les petits sont tout seuls en la maison glacée ;
Orphelins de quatre ans, voilàqu’en leur pensée
S’éveille, par degrés, un souvenir riant…
C’est comme un chapelet qu’on égrène en priant:
 
The heart understands these children have no mother.
No mother in the house, and father far away.
An old servant-woman has taken charge.
The little ones are quite alone in the house of ice;
Four-year-old orphans, a smiling memory
Slowly fills their thoughts,
Like a rosary during prayers.
 
Rosary, an important catholic prayer, focuses on meditating the mysteries of joy, of sorrow, of light, and of the glory of Jesus and Mary. Only to seek comfort through meditation.
As for the homeless workers, Rimbaud believed that they weren’t getting what they deserved. Therefore, in a letter written to Delahaye, a friend of his, he mentioned that the King Napoleon the 3rd should be forced to do hard labour. And, in his history homework, he praised Robespierre, Saint-Juste, and Coudon, rebels and butchers of the French revolution. Rimbaud said that all the youth are expecting you, sounding like an active liberal republican. At this point of life, Rimbaud began reading a magazine called ‘Le Parnasse Contemporain’(‘The Modern Parnass’).
French Parnassien, member of a group—headed by Charles-Marie-RenéLeconte de Lisle—of the middle 19th-century French poets who stressed restraint, objectivity, technical perfection, and precise description as a reaction against the emotionalism and verbal imprecision of the Romantics.
The poetic movement led by the Parnassians that resulted in experimentation with metres and verse forms and the revival of the sonnet paralleled the trend toward realism in drama and the novel that became evident in the late 19th century. The Parnassiens took their themes from Ancient Greek myths and exotic lands, India, for instance. Rimbaud admired the poems written by Parnassian Théodore de Banville. ‘Érato’, one of his favourites, described the story of the Greek Goddess Érato, she was one of the nine muses, and often seen carrying a lyre (an instrument). In ancient times, the young couples who were madly in love prayed her to bring them happiness. Yet, Banville used her to celebrate the grandness of nature. It was said that the final sentences of this poem inspired Rimbaud to create his own poetry. At the end of this poem, Banville wrote:
 
Àla feuille de sauge, et qui luit au soleil ;
L’arc, le thyrse léger, la torche qui flamboie ;
Et la grande Nature avec ses milliers d’yeux
Nous verra, stupéfaite en sa tranquille joie,
Voyageurséblouis, lui ramener ses Dieux !
 
To the sage leaf, which shines in the sun.
The rainbow, the light and the flaming torch.
And the great nature with thousands of eyes,
Sees us, stunned in its quiet joy.
Travellers, bring his gods back to him!
 
Rimbaud had also read La Fleur du Mal by Baudelaire and the Sonnets by Lisle. But what had really interested him was Verlaine’s Poems. They first encountered through poetry. However, there was something similar between them, and that was music. In Rimbaud’s childhood, his parents argued a lot. Once, his father was so angry that he threw the silver plate that was placed on the table onto the floor. The plate bounced up and down, creating a kind of music, a soothing rhythm. Rimbaud felt painful seeing his parents fight, but he cannot remember what they were fighting for, he only remembered a kind of music that kept resounding and echoing in his mind as he grew up. Verlaine adored music, his works were about sound and rhythm. In 1866, Verlaine published a set of saturnian verses, a collection of French poems written in an old latin poetic form ‘Saturnian’. This collection was named as ‘Poèmes Saturnian’, but according to professor Angès Spiquel, the planet Saturn, in French literature, is a symbol of melancholy. Therefore it was translated into ‘Collection of Melancholy’ in certain regions. Now I want to read two parts that was selected from this collection. Please sit back and feel the rhythm underneath.
 
L’Imagination, inquiète et débile,
Vient rendre nul en eux l'effort de la Raison.
Dans leurs veines le sang, subtil comme un poison,
Brillant comme une lave, et rare, coule et roule,
En grésillant leur triste Idéal qui s'écroule.
 
This is a song about the sad ideal (’lear trust idéal’) that collapses. There are two major themes in Poèmes Saturnian, it could either be a condemnation of the aspirations or a celebration of the creation of beauty. The following part is a celebration of beauty:
 
Libre ànos Inspirés, cœurs qu’une œillade enflamme D’abandonner leur être aux vents comme un bouleau ; Pauvres gens ! l’Art n’est pas d’éparpiller son âme : Est-elle en marbre, ou non, la Vénus de Milo ?
 
Verlaine thought that creating art was a patient job. It is a career about depicting scenes and finding the essence of life (‘C’est un maitère véritablement’). He said in his own words:
’Ce n’est pas le jeu de biographic, ce n’est pas un référence au monde, ni moi. C’est un jeu qui peut dire un image.’ (‘This is not an attempt of writing a biographic, this is not a reference of the world or me. It’s only a game to depict an image.) 
His image-depicting objectiveness was similar with Rimbaud. Rimbaud also believed in the objectiveness of poetry, he used poetry to portray scenes. Actually this kind of objectiveness was lauded by the Parnassiens, as we mentioned earlier, as a reaction against emotionalism Romanticism. But Rimbaud and Verlaine believed that objectiveness doesn’t mean the abolition of personal emotions. In Chanson d’automne (‘Song of the autumn’), Verlaine used the description of autumn to express a certain state of his mind:
 
Les sanglots longs
Des violons
De l’automne
Blessent mon coeur
D’une langueur
Monotone.
 
Tout suffocant
Et blême, quand
Sonne l’heure,
Je me souviens
Des jours anciens
Et je pleure
 
Et je m’en vais
Au vent mauvais
Qui m’emporte
Deçà, delà,
Pareilà la
Feuille morte.
 
The long sobs and the sounding violins hurt his heart. The remembrance of the old days made him cry. He left as the leaf fell onto the ground, withered and dead.
 
Rimbaud’s talent was soon recognized by his teacher Georges Izambald. He taught him how to use a kind of witty and melancholic humor. Rimbaud learned to satirize the world without being too cynical. Then Izambald gave him ’the complete works by Charles Baudelaire’, from which Rimbaud began to form in his mind the concept of 'psychics'. He had also gave him poetry created by other less-well-known writers, Gratini, for example. Gratini was then excluded by society, but he was a man of personality and a true poet. Hugo had also influenced Rimbaud with his vivid descriptions of history. As a result, Rimbaud began writing historical epic poems including ‘The Blacksmith’. In this poem, he showed empathy towards the ones who had overthrown king Louis XVI, and indicated that all good students are the rebellion ones. Rimbaud himself rebelled against his mother, his school, his religion, and even the Napoleon government. He hoped eagerly for Caesarism to come to an end. He wrote in ‘The Blacksmith’:
 
Le Forgeron parlait àLouis Seize, un jour
Que le Peuple était là, se tordant tout autour,
Et sur les lambris d'or traînant sa veste sale.
Or le bon roi, debout sur son ventre, était pâle,
Pâle comme un vaincu qu'on prend pour le gibet,
 
A blacksmith addressed Louis XVI, one day
As the People pressed and thronged,
Its coat of filth against the golden panelling.
Perched above his belly, the king was as white
As a convict marching to his death,
 
In 1870, the Franco-Prussian war broke out, Rimbaud knew deep down that monarchy was hanging by a thread and will soon cease to exist, so he went to Paris to protest against Napoleon the 3rd. That was his first time to run away from home. In Paris, he felt absolutely free. In September of the same year, the republic was established. And Rimbaud returned to Charleville.
 
Not after long, people of the working class felt dissatisfied with the newborn republic, the rivalry between classes were overwhelming. And some of the proletarians heard that the government was considering about ceding Alsace-Lorraine to Germany. People were agitated, they kept on protesting, but the republic suppressed the people with brutal methods. The idea of establishing a commune started to spread between radical leftists. In march the 3rd, 1871, the Paris Commune declared its establishment. ’Order was overthrown!’ People yelled. The whole Paris was living in a dream, an illusion that freedom has come. Sank into this dream Rimbaud went to Paris to join the commune. With great revolutionary dreams, Rimbaud became a marksman, a free shooter. But he will soon wake up from this fairy tale, because this 17-year-old boy was seriously assaulted by other male soldiers in the commune. Le Cœur supplicié(‘Tortured Heart’) was written after he was insulted.
 
Mon triste cœur bave àla poupe...
Mon cour est plein de caporal!
Ils y lancent des jets de soupe,
Mon triste cœur bave àla poupe...
Sous les quolibets de la troupe
Qui lance un rire général,
Mon triste coeur bave àla poupe,
Mon cœur est plein de caporal!
 
Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques
Leurs insultes l'ont dépravé
A la vesprée, ils font des fresques
Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques;
Ôflots abracadabrantesques,
Prenez mon cœur, qu'il soit sauvé!
Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques
Leurs insultes l'ont dépravé!
 
Quand ils auront tari leurs chiques,
Comment agir, ô cœur volé?
Ce seront des refrains bachiques
Quand ils auront tari leurs chiques!
J'aurai des sursauts stomachiques,
 Si mon cœur triste est ravalé!
Quand ils auront tari leurs chiques
Comment agir, ô cœur volé?
 
My pooped heart oozes
'Baccy juices
Sad pooped heart.
Yelled abuse
And soupy juices
Smear my sad heart.
 
Privates parade
Their evening
Painting degrades.
Magical waves
Lift up and save
My tainted heart.
 
Quid-spitting done
How to go on
Poor swallowed heart
Their booze and smut
My knotted gut
My cheated heart?
 
For Rimbaud, the sexual assault, the parade of privates was not only a physical torment, but also, a betrayal of his previous dreams. He dreamt about a Fourier society. Where everyone lived equally and the differences between the classes diminished. Each devoted themselves to labour, and exploitation exists no more. He came to the commune with this dream, yet all he had found was his ‘cheated heart’. He left the Commune before it ended. Recovering from this trauma, he began thinking about creating a new poetic form. The first thing that came into his mind was the objectiveness of poetry, that we have already mentioned earlier. But it’s not quite the same, as Rimbaud adopted a position of a cynical outsider, the drop out whom refuses to work or to conform to society’s rules. And for him objective poetry was not a simple poetry of objects, but in one which the poet transcends the psychology of the self and overcomes egoism. To create objective poetry, one has to become a ’workman’ whom works to become a visionary. How to become a visionary? It requires one to speak about the unknown. How do we acquire the unknown? By the ’systematic disordering of all senses.’ As we can see, he took the concept ’psychics’ a little further. In a letter he wrote to Izambald in 1871, he made things more complicated. He goes on to assert that it is wrong to say ‘I think’, instead we should say ‘I am being thought’. In Rimbaud’s ideology, ‘I’ is another. This ‘I’ is not properly recognized by the subject, the experiencing I. Professor Martin Sorrell believes that Rimbaud’s words can be interpreted in two ways: first, that self is indeed a meaningful entity, but has been forever been wrongly conceived or understood; or secondly, that self is too fragmented that to posit its indivisibly is wishful thinking. Anyways, the I can be transmuted into many different things. Rimbaud then confirms this idea by declaring that he is a witness to the birth of his own thought, which he thoughts and listens to. And he also mentioned in that letter that only the true poet can reach the ‘unknown I’, through the route to the the visionary state, that is, ‘the systematic disordering of all the senses.’ I personally believe that he is granting a license for self-indulgence. For all the drugs, drinks, sex and rebelliousness.
 
Rimbaud, worried, lonely and anxious about the future, he wrote to Demeny. At first, he introduced him a few simple jobs. Rimbaud refused, because he still wanted to find a job in the publishing business. After contacting many Parnassiens, Verlaine became his only hope. He wish to receive, from Verlaine, not only appreciation, but also the chance to leave Charleville and live in a romantic city. This kind of detest towards provencal towns and yearning of big cities had been a major literal theme in the middle 19th century. With hope in his mind, he copied his poem ‘Le Bateau ivre’ (‘Drunken Boat’) carefully on a piece of paper. And sent it to Verlaine.
2
 Rimbaud left Charleville for Paris in order to meet Verlaine. The year was 1871, Rimbaud was only 17 years old, and Verlaine only 27. At the moment when the two young poets met, Verlaine was charmed by this young genius. People said that Rimbaud wasn’t good looking: he looked like a young child from the countryside, with big coarse hands and fluffy hair. But he had a pair of beautiful blue eyes, as deep as the ocean. Standing next to Verlaine was his 16-year-old wife Matilde. She was pregnant with his child. She told Rimbaud that Verlaine had just stopped drinking. Rimbaud said nothing. That afternoon, Verlaine took Rimbaud to Caféà essence. There he met the Parnassiens. Verlaine showed them Rimbaud’s works, and they were all impressed. 
 
Rimbaud was still feeling sad and lost about the failure of the Commune, so he began to drink. Verlaine followed him. Every night, the two man would hang out together in filthy places, drinking and satisfying their voluminous desires. Verlaine didn’t think that their relationship was profligate, he thought that it was a poetic life, for their senses were disordered. Verlaine’s dependence towards Rimbaud accumulated, the desire of homoeroticism was evoked in his body. A friend of Verlaine once wrote an article that said:
 
‘People saw the saturne (of easy virtue) poet Paul Verlaine clinging arms with an handsome young man……that young man was, in fact, Mademoiselle Rimbaud!’
 
In October 1871, Verlaine’s literature club ‘Des Vilains Bonshommes’ held a dinner party. An invitation drawn with a nude lady was given to each member of the club. After dinner and the reading of a few sonnets, Rimbaud read his masterpiece The Drunken Boat in front of everyone:
 
Comme je descendais des Fleuves impassibles,
Je ne me sentis plus guidépar les haleurs :
Des Peaux-Rouges criards les avaient pris pour cibles,
Les ayant cloués nus aux poteaux de couleurs.
 
J’étais insoucieux de tous les équipages,
Porteur de blés flamands ou de cotons anglais.
Quand avec mes haleurs ont fini ces tapages,
Les Fleuves m’ont laissédescendre oùje voulais.
 
Dans les clapotements furieux des marées,
Moi, l’autre hiver, plus sourd que les cerveaux d’enfants,
Je courus ! Et les Péninsules démarrées
N’ont pas subi tohu-bohus plus triomphants.
 
La tempête a béni mes éveils maritimes.
Plus léger qu’un bouchon j’ai dansésur les flots
Qu’on appelle rouleurs éternels de victimes,
Dix nuits, sans regretter l’oeil niais des falots !
 
Plus douce qu’aux enfants la chair des pommes sures,
L’eau verte pénétra ma coque de sapin
Et des taches de vins bleus et des vomissures
Me lava, dispersant gouvernail et grappin.
 
Et dès lors, je me suis baignédans le Poème
De la Mer, infuséd’astres, et lactescent,
Dévorant les azurs verts ; où, flottaison blême
Et ravie, un noyépensif parfois descend ;
 
Où, teignant tout àcoup les bleuités, délires
Et rhythmes lents sous les rutilements du jour,
Plus fortes que l’alcool, plus vastes que nos lyres,
Fermentent les rousseurs amères de l’amour !
 
Je sais les cieux crevant en éclairs, et les trombes
Et les ressacs et les courants : je sais le soir,
L’Aube exaltée ainsi qu’un peuple de colombes,
Et j’ai vu quelquefois ce que l’homme a cru voir !
 
J’ai vu le soleil bas, taché d’horreurs mystiques,
Illuminant de longs figements violets,
Pareilsàdes acteurs de drames très antiques
Les flots roulant au loin leurs frissons de volets !
 
J’ai rêvéla nuit verte aux neiges éblouies,
Baisers montant aux yeux des mers avec lenteurs,
La circulation des sèves inouïes,
Et l’éveil jaune et bleu des phosphores chanteurs !
 
J’ai suivi, des mois pleins, pareille aux vacheries
Hystériques, la houle à l’assaut des récifs,
Sans songer que les pieds lumineux des Maries
Pussent forcer le mufle aux Océans poussifs !
 
J’ai heurté, savez-vous, d’incroyables Florides
Mêlant aux fleurs des yeux de panthèresàpeaux
D’hommes ! Des arcs-en-ciel tendus comme des brides
Sous l’horizon des mers,àde glauques troupeaux !
 
J’ai vu fermenter les marais énormes, nasses
Oùpourrit dans les joncs tout un Léviathan !
Des écroulements d’eaux au milieu des bonaces,
Et les lointains vers les gouffres cataractant !
 
Glaciers, soleils d’argent, flots nacreux, cieux de braises !
Échouages hideux au fond des golfes bruns
Oùles serpents géants dévorés des punaises
Choient, des arbres tordus, avec de noirs parfums !
 
J’aurais voulu montrer aux enfants ces dorades
Du flot bleu, ces poissons d’or, ces poissons chantants.
– Des écumes de fleurs ont bercémes dérades
Et d’ineffables vents m’ont ailépar instants.
 
Parfois, martyr lassédes pôles et des zones,
La mer dont le sanglot faisait mon roulis doux
Montait vers moi ses fleurs d’ombre aux ventouses jaunes
Et je restais, ainsi qu’une femme àgenoux…
 
Presque île, ballottant sur mes bords les querelles
Et les fientes d’oiseaux clabaudeurs aux yeux blonds.
Et je voguais, lorsqu’à travers mes liens frêles
Des noyés descendaient dormir, àreculons !
 
Or moi, bateau perdu sous les cheveux des anses,
Jetépar l’ouragan dans l’éther sans oiseau,
Moi dont les Monitors et les voiliers des Hanses
N’auraient pas repêchéla carcasse ivre d’eau ;
 
Libre, fumant, montéde brumes violettes,
Moi qui trouais le ciel rougeoyant comme un mur
Qui porte, confiture exquise aux bons poètes,
Des lichens de soleil et des morves d’azur ;
 
Qui courais, tachéde lunules électriques,
Planche folle, escortédes hippocampes noirs,
Quand les juillets faisaient crouler àcoups de triques
Les cieux ultramarins aux ardents entonnoirs ;
 
Moi qui tremblais, sentant geindre àcinquante lieues
Le rut des Béhémots et les Maelstroms épais,
Fileuréternel des immobilités bleues,
Je regrette l’Europe aux anciens parapets !
 
J’ai vu des archipels sidéraux ! et des îles
Dont les cieux délirants sont ouverts au vogueur :
– Est-ce en ces nuits sans fonds que tu dors et t’exiles,
Million d’oiseaux d’or, ô future Vigueur ?
 
Mais, vrai, j’ai trop pleuré ! Les Aubes sont navrantes.
Toute lune est atroce et tout soleil amer :
L’âcre amour m’a gonfléde torpeurs enivrantes.
Ôque ma quille éclate ! Ôque j’aille à la mer !
 
Si je désire une eau d’Europe, c’est la flache
Noire et froide oùvers le crépuscule embaumé
Un enfant accroupi plein de tristesse, lâche
Un bateau frêle comme un papillon de mai.
 
Je ne puis plus, baignéde vos langueurs, ô lames,
Enlever leur sillage aux porteurs de cotons,
Ni traverser l’orgueil des drapeaux et des flammes,
Ni nager sous les yeux horribles des pontons.
 
This poem includes 25 stanzas, each composed with a quatrain of crossed rhymed verses. There are two different layers in this poem, the first one, and the most obvious one is a story of a journey and a flight into the world. After all attendances on the boat were massacred, the boat was able to go wherever it wants, it was no longer manipulated but free and independent. The deeper motive refers to Rimbaud’s high ambition to enter the world of Parisian Poets. The poet used the style of personification, by giving the floor or an dead being an action or a particular sentiment of man. By this, he made the boat the enunciator. In line 69, he wrote: ‘Or moi, bateau.’ (‘Me, the ship.’) Perhaps, this time, the ‘I’ had became the ship, he hoped to revolt, to be no longer restricted to the provincial Charleville. He had also dreamed about being drunk, to sail arbitrarily in the ocean of art and poetry.
 
There are also many details that are worth noticing. Childhood is mentioned several times in the poem. There are several direct references, like ‘les cerveaux d’enfants’ (The minds of children) in line 10; ‘J’aurais voulu montrer aux enfants ces dorades.’ (I would have liked to show the children these sea bream) in line 57.
 
In addition, the childish imagination was suggested in the first stanza. Where the beginning of the adventure was described as a ‘children’s play’. And we can also find the childish carelessness, the euphoria and excitements within words like ‘furieux’, ‘Je courus’, ‘tiomphants’.
Their games are also savagery, but savagery lies in the assonance ‘i’ and in ‘k’. He used words like ‘sentis’, ‘guide’, ‘pris’, ‘couleurs’, ‘Quand’, ‘fini’, and ‘subi’.
 
I believe that the whole poem ‘the adventure of the boat’ is similar to the process of growing up of a young child. This child was not living in a good reality, so he did what any other children would do, he began to create fun. Accompanied by teachers, friends and his imagination, he took on a childish adventure. But the enjoyable adventure soon came to an end. In line 9, when the alexandrine was divided into multiple and irregular sections, the boat drifted. The irregular structure  and the ‘u’ assonance in line 12 reflects the the swaggering of the boat, that is the metaphor of the adolescent crisis. At the end of this poem, after the freedom, he showed a bit of disappointment and dissatisfaction. He regrets his childhood, and he craves eagerly for his childhood to return.
 
The people at the party were astonished by this great work of a young genius. But Verlaine’s wife, Matilde was worried that her husband may be mislead by Rimbaud. Her father once implied that there was a problem with Rimbaud’s morality. Critic Francois Copé called Rimbaud a ‘Cynique qui réussissent’.(A successful cynic.) Many of their neighbors claimed that they had, more than once, seen Rimbaud standing naked by the window. Disliked by them, he moved to a small apartment facing Racine street. In the interlayer of his building lived a famous musician called Kabane. He used to compose music for the plays of Banville. It was him who taught Rimbaud the basic principles of music, and inspired his later work ‘Illuminations’. It was told that he once wrote a song especially for Rimbaud, and in its lyrics, he satirized Rimbaud for abandoning his poor mother and his town. In the song he asked him: ‘Mon fils, qu’est que tu fais ici? ’ And he replied ‘J’attends, attends, attends.’ This work was a fantasy of musical scales. After realizing his talent, he decided to establish a poetry club together with Rimbaud, Verlaine and other poets including Mercier and Mérat. Yet their literature club wasn’t a serious one. They have club activities which sometimes involves drinking and smoking Indian weed. They did write poetry for sure, but most of them were filthy and exotic. Their poems were later collected in ‘L’album Zutique’ (The collection of Curse).
 
The most famous exotic poems include ‘Sonnet du Trou du Cul’ (The Arsehole Sonnet) and  ‘Nos fesses ne sont pas les leurs’ (Our buttocks), both written by Albert Mérat. Although the content was improper, the whole poem was still very beautiful in its language. This is a selection from The Arsehole Sonnet:
 
Obscur et froncécomme un œillet violet,
Il respire, humblement tapi parmi la mousse.
Humide encor d'amour qui suit la fuite douce,
Des Fieses blanches jusqu'au coeur de son ourlet.
 
Which in English, it means:
Puckered and obscuredike a violet's eye,
It breathes, humbly bedded down in moss.
Moist with recent love—which lines the buttocks,
White and gentle slopes right to the ridge.
 
Rimbaud, meanwhile, was exploring the rhythm of words itself. He wrote a large amount of short poetry, one of my favorites was this: The Drunken Coachman.
 
Pouacre
Boit:
Nacre
Voit:
 
Âcre
Loi,
Fiacre
Choit!
 
Femme
Tombe:
Lombe
 
Saigne:
—Clame!
Geigne.
 
It means:
 
Drunk
Skunk
Stars
Sees.
 
Harsh
Law:
Coach →
Trees.
 
Girl
Hurled,
Much
 
Blood.
Boo
Hoo!
 
That was the magic of simplicity, to depict a environment using such little words. Focusing on the musical beauty of words, Rimbaud created a poem called Voyelles (Vowels). In this poem, he described the feelings that each Vowel gave him. At the beginning of this poem, he wrote:
 
A noir, E blanc, I rouge, U vert, O bleu: voyelles.
Je dirai quelque jour vos naissances latents.
 
He then gave each a more detailed description. He thought that Es were defiles of darkness; Us were cycles, divine shudder of viridian seas; and Os, the last trumpet, the violent radiance. This poem shows the mad and the perplex state of our minds. There is also a huge ambition lying in the first sentence, as if Rimbaud was about to tell the world that he is going to create the world’s most beautiful sonnet. In fact, this Poem was a imitation of Baudelaire’s ‘Les Phares’ (The Lighthouses). In Baudelaire’s poem, he wrote:
 
Rubens, fleuve d’oubli, jardin de la paresse,
Oreiller de chair fraîche où l’on ne peut aimer,
……
Léonard de Vinci, miroir profond et sombre,
Oùdes anges charmants, avec un doux souris.
……
Rembrandt, triste hôpital tout rempli de murmures,
Et d’un grand crucifix décoréseulement,
……
Delacroix, lac de sang hantédes mauvais anges,
Ombragépar un bois de sapins toujours vert,
……
 
Every part of this poem begins with a name, and then the poet uses the style of analogy to present the things that were hidden behind their artworks. Rimbaud alike, every part of his poem begins with a vowel, and he used analogy to describe the illusions that the vowel formed in his mind. This was an action conducted by the ‘psychic’. Rimbaud was able to describe his illusions. The poems in Illuminations depended more on the feeling of hallucination than the sentiments from the real life. The poems depicted imaginary scenes rather than real-life scenes. Just like the ancient blind poet Homer.
 
In 1872, Verlaine continued to fall. He knew deep down that he had grown to Rimbaud, he cannot escape Rimbaud’s perishing lifestyle. Trying to save her family, Matilde helped her husband find a job as a manager of an office. But Verlaine did badly in the end, because he always showed up drunk. Immersed in a lustrous life, Verlaine started to commit violence. He argued fiercely with Matilde, and tried to burn her hair. Sometimes when he was drunk he would kick Matilde and her newborn child. Once he nearly chocked her to death. His young wife eventually decided to leave him, leaving Verlaine with Rimbaud alone. The two young man soon settled down and began to create a kind of new poetry. They combined Verlaine’s short metrics and musical beauty with the usage of odd syllables and Rimbaud’s ‘psychic’.
 
 
Although nothing happened apparently between them at first, deep down, both man were controlled by their unending desire. Verlaine often dreamed about Rimbaud. In one of his dreams, Rimbaud was a child abuser, and he was the abused child. In another dream, Rimbaud was all covered in gold, like an idol, a god. As their relationship continue to develop, their behaviors soon became irritating for the rest. They acted like little mistresses. They were showy and capricious. Besides drinking, they took drugs and sometimes prick each other with a little knife for fun. With Rimbaud, Verlaine finally understood ‘what it actually feels to be alive’. He was like the cock in the morning, satisfied by his loud crow. All of his sentiments were written in his poem ‘Éternité’ (Eternality). In this poem, he also praised the lustrous act of ‘conquering’ the young boy.
 
Afraid that their relationship might be out of control, Rimbaud wrote a dear John letter to Verlaine, asking him to see him no more. After that, Rimbaud went to Burxelles. Meanwhile, Matilde found the love letters that Rimbaud previously sent to Verlaine, and she understood that their relationship was abnormal. Verlaine was stuck in the dilemma of whether to choose Rimbaud or Matilde. He adored her body, but he loves Rimbaud wholeheartedly. He knew that he shared the same revolution ideals with him. Therefore, he decided to follow Rimbaud. He sent an intolerant letter to Matilde and bought a ticket to Bruxelles.
3
 Rimbaud met Verlaine in Bruxelles. They then took a boat to London, because Rimbaud was hoping to see the former activists of the Paris commune. Rimbaud longed for absolute perfection, and only dramatic changes in the society, he thought, can help people achieve it. However, he felt disappointed with the natural recombination conducted by the old order. This kind of disappointment was described in a poem called Après le Déluge (After the Flood), selected from Illuminations. Before the flood, the hares were moving outside, the flowers were looking around. The Beavers were building dams and the wolves were howling. When spring arrived, the water rose, and the flood came. Suddenly, the animals were nowhere in sight. The earth changed from vital to dull. All of the excitements were gone. The environment was gradually healing, life was slowly erupting from underneath the stones. But that was a process too slow. Rimbaud hoped for a great earthquake and a great revolution that destroys all past forms. He was dreaming about a violent but righteous war, an unexpected but inevitable war. Rimbaud continued to prove that he had some kind of a liberalism aspiration. While Verlaine completely forgot his political ambition.
 
The scenes of London inspired Rimbaud to create. He had somehow returned to a primordial state, that state of being uncultivated and Gaul-like. He intimidated Verlaine. He scared him in the dark, calming that he likes to murder. As for Verlaine, he was struggling. Rimbaud had lead him to a new, unknown world which he cannot get used to. This world was his familiar and overwhelming dream. We all know that Rimbaud was trying to establish a new form that would dominates the new world. However, what Verlaine wanted most was his family. He desired a peaceful future, where all he would have was the hug from friends and a happy family. Deep down in his heart, he still wanted to see Matilde. But Matilde prosecuted him and requested him not to see her again.
 
In 1873, the ring of the toll was resounding. People of London were impressed and moved by this mysterious and rapturous revival of the Christ. Rimbaud included, he thought that Jesus was a kind of poet, for he awoke people from their drowsy lives. He realized his miracle of offering redemption and revival, yet most people weren’t too astonished for this. In fact, many of them doesn’t even know him. ‘The ones whom I have seen may not have even seen me.’ Contradicted to appreciating the magic of the Christ, was the condemnation of eternal hell. Rimbaud treated that eternal hell as an unavoidable truth. A truth that one has to accept if one stood up and opposed the authority of Christianity. In ‘A Season in Hell’, Rimbaud wrote that he would rather stay with the sinful ones, opposing the religion, than to become a pious believer. He thought that all evil was caused by Christianity, for it imposed upon us the heavy burden of the natural sin and made people feel always guilty; for it diminished our natural desire and lust, leading a life of boredom. In the same book, Rimbaud had also been compassionate towards the Black people, what he always had in mind was the inhumane acts of the sinful colonists. He wanted to help them, he wanted to become one of them. Yet, he was already sooted by the flames of hell. In Une Saison en enfer, he wrote many verses of blasphemy:
 
Le malheur a été mon dieu. Je me suis allongédans la boue. Je me suis séchéàl'air du crime. Et j'ai jouéde bons tours àla folie.
Et le printemps m'a apporté l'affreux rire de l’idiot.
(Misfortune has been my god. I have stretched out in the mud. I have dried off in the air heavy with crime. And I have played fine tricks of madness. And spring has bought the idiot’s hideous laugh.)
 
D'eux, j'ai: l'idolâtrie et l'amour de sacrilège; — oh! tous les vices, colère, luxure, —magnifique, la luxure;-surtout mensonge et paresse.
(Form them I have inherited: idolatry and love of sacrilege;—oh! All the vices, anger, lust, —splendid, magnificent lust;—above all lying and indolence.)
 
Qu'étais-je au siècle dernier: je ne me res. uve qu’aujourd'hui.
(What was I in the last century? I can recognize myself only today.)
 
Nous allons àl'Esprit.
(We are moving towards the spirit.)
 
Le sang païen revient! L'Esprit est proche, pourquoi Christ ne m'aide-t-il pas, en donnant à mon âme noblesse et liberté.
(Pagan blood returns! The Spirit is nearby, why does Christ not help me by giving my soul nobility and freedom?)
 
Maintenant je suis maudit, j'ai horreur de la patrie. Le meilleur, c'est un sommeil bien ivre, sur la grève.
(In the meantime I am damned, I abhor my country. The best thing to do is to fall into a really drunken sleep, on the shore.)
 
Verlaine left Rimbaud at the 3rd of July. He wrote a letter to him saying that he loves Rimbaud very much, but he still wants to live with his wife. If Matilde does not accept him, he would rather commit suicide. Verlaine was manipulating his sentiments like an lifeless object. He had deliberately blew out the candle of love in his heart. Rimbaud knew Verlaine well, so he wrote to him:
 
‘Wandering between Matilde and death, you have disturbed many.’
Verlaine replied:
 
‘If I don’t see her tomorrow, I will kill myself.’
 
The next day, Verlaine invited Rimbaud to Bruxelles, after a delicious meal at the hotel of liege, Verlaine took out his handgun, and fired two shots at Rimbaud. One missed, and the other one hurt his wrist.
 
Rimbaud called the police, the police charged Verlaine for homicide through negligence and  seducing an underage young boy. The court found his sonnet The Excellent Disciple that was praising homoeroticism. Verlaine was sentenced to jail for a few months, and Rimbaud went back to Charleville. As soon as he got back home, he locked himself in a room and created ‘Une Saison en enfer’. This was his only officially published work. After publishing this book, he burnt most of his scripts and the copies of this book in his fireplace, and set sail for Africa. He never wrote anything again. He traded arms and coffee, and loved multiple woman.
 
Throughout his life, he has always been innovating. The new form of literature may become outdated the next day. The invisible force behind that was supporting him was his unfulfillable desire. His life was different stages of that desire. His poetry was a representation of that desire. The desire appears through different images in different poems. Similar to Vergil’s Metamorphosis, it was the one single essence that kept on changing its forms, adapting to different needs. Rimbaud pursued something, he yearned something. And it is this something that made him go forward into the future, regardless of any difficulties and obstacles. Perhaps, that something was a liberation from this earthly life. His poems were mostly about dreaming and being drunk. He kept on depicting imaginary scenes. In that drunken hallucination, he had a sort of freedom, a vision of beauty and a sense of relief. And as we have mentioned, he had always took the place of a cynical outsider. ‘La vie est un burlesque que tout le monde doit jouer’, ‘life is a farce which everyone must play’, he wrote in Une Saision en Enfer. Perhaps before he gave up writing poetry and became silent, he had already realized that the earthly life was no more than just a poor player, that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and is soon heard no more. The ultimate relief from this grasping world, lies in the eternal and celestial silence.
 
 

Clockwork Oranges
A review of Anthony Burgess’s novel—A Clockwork Orange
 
‘All lewdies nowadays were being turned into machines.’
——Anthony Burgess
 
The main character, or the anti-hero of this book is a 15 year old boy named Alex. Unlike other boys in England, he is addicted to street violence and hallucination drugs served at the ‘milk bar’. He has his own gang or droogs, as he likes to call them. They do nothing but filthy acts of violence.  In the first part of this book, Alex and fellow waylay a school teacher, rip up his books and strip off his cloths; they rob and beat up a shopkeeper and his wife. Next, they steal a car; destroy the typescript of a writer who is writing a book called A Clockwork Orange, and gangrape his wife. But Alex, despite being a committer of such crimes, has also a fine aesthetic quality and a predilection towards classical music. His favorite symphony was Beethoven the Ninth. After beating up the school teacher, he goes home, lies naked on his bed, and listens to the grand finale ‘Ode to Joy’ of the Ninth. 
‘There it was then, the bass strings like govereeting away from under my bed at the rest of the orchestra, and then the male human gloss coming in and telling them all to be joyful, and then the lovely blissful tune all about Joy being a glorious spark of like heaven. This time they thought nothing fun and stopped creeching with high mirth.’
 
These words boldly written by Burgess shows us a hidden idea in this novel that fine art has in fact no relationship with good morality. Alongside these words, Burgess showed us the lyrics of Ode to Joy that were changed by Alex:
 
‘Boy thou uproarious shark of heaven,
Slaughter of Elysium,
Hearts on fire, aroused, enraptured,
We will tolchock you on the rot and kick
your grahzny vonny bum.’
 
In Part two, Alex is chosen to receive the Reclamation Treatment at the prison. Each morning, he is injected with a strong emetic and wheeled into a screening room, clamped in a brace and his eyes pinned open. He is obliged to watch violent videos, starting from what he does every day: fighting, beating and tolchocking people, to cruel Japanese tortures. All of the violent videos use Beethoven’s Ninth as their soundtrack. 
In the third part, after the treatment, whenever Alex hears the Ninth, or sees anything violent, he will feel nauseating and throw up. Feeling painful, he goes to the writer’s house, again. The writer recognizes him, but instead of blaming him, he shows his pity and his compassion towards him. 
 
“‘They have turned you into something other than a human being,’” Burgess wrote “‘You have no power of choice any longer. You are committed to socially acceptable acts, a little machine only capable of good. And I see that clearly—that business about the marginal conditionings. Music and the sexual act, literature and art, all must be a source now not of pleasure but pain.’ Said the Writer.” 
Burgess wrote two different endings for this book. The original ending ends with Alex being offered full redemption by the writer, but still keeps on living painfully. However, in the second ending that Burgess wrote especially for Kubrick’s movie, Alex recovers from what proves to be a cathartic suicide attempt, he is listening to Beethoven’s Ninth and yells: “I’m cured! I’m cured!”
 
* 
 
This violent book full of sanguinary conflicts is a piece of artwork itself. Burgess managed to hinder the violence with his excellent linguistic skills, by inventing a new language called ‘nadsat’, based on the pronunciation of Russian and Irish slang. 
 
However, despite the publication needs and the linguistic beauty, why did he want to hinder the violence? The answer is to be found in religion. Burgess himself, as an Augustinian Catholic, has a common religious belief to forgive every sin no matter big or small. Or, in famous scholar Martin Amis’s words, this book felt like a “recrudescence of self-punitive religious guilt. ” Burgess doesn’t hate Alex, in fact, he pities him, he even thinks that Alex is the victim in this book (Perhaps this is one of the reasons why Burgess decided to hinder his violent acts). 
 
In Part 3, when Alex came to the writer’s house, the writer(A symbol of Burgess himself) said to Alex: “A victim of modern age, just like my wife, poor poor poor girl.” Here, Burgess meant that the death of the writer’s wife was caused by the laissez-faire of the government—not caring about social security and stability. And the reason why Alex felt painful was also the government, which offered him too much inhumane authoritarian discipline. Scholar Andrew Biswell describes Burgess’s idea of politics as ‘a swinging pendulum’, swinging between discipline and limitless freedom. Burgess’s life was alike. In his early years he went to the Malays to follow Huxley by taking drugs. When he got back to Britain, his wife was assaulted by some men from the military. When he was old, he returned to his childhood faith of Augustinian Catholicism.
 
From religious perspectives, the transformation of Alex from evil to ‘kind’ can be seen as an act of salvation. “All the natural movements of the soul are controlled by laws analogous to those of physical gravity. Grace is the only exception.” Wrote French philosopher Simone Weil. A salvation of grace, under circumstances of this book, is to help Alex overcome Gravity—his original sins of evil and violence. Therefore allows him to achieve Grace—the higher form of order and true kindness. But, I believe that Weil has her own limitations, in Gravity and Grace, she wrote: ‘My meat is to do the will of Him that sent me.’ She relies too much on the higher institutive order that she might belittle the importance of our own free will. 
 
While Burgess, his pendulum-like life made him not only good at catholic philosophy, but also possible to understand the importance of free will.
 
The most important question Burgess had hided between the lines of this book was: “What is ‘A Clockwork Orange’?” Burgess compared human with fruits. He said that every man should be able to grow naturally and independently like a fruit; we should be able to choose whether to become something like an orange that is capable of sweetness or not. If a man was enforced to be an sweet orange, then he would turn out as a clockwork orange. Although he is capable of sweetness, but inside, he is being controlled by some other mechanical creation imposed upon him. Alex, in the book, was a clockwork orange, he was enforced and imposed by the government to act kind. All his ‘kind’ acts came not from his own free will, not from guilt(in fact he never felt guilty in the book), but from a conditional reflex which the treatment forced him to build. He never had the right to choose with his own free will whether to take this treatment or not.
 
The catholic philosophy of salvation combined with Burgess’s thoughts on ‘the right to choose’ brought on interesting questions: Does God want goodness, or the choice of goodness? Is a man who has chosen the bad perhaps in some way better than a man who has the good imposed upon him?
 
Burgess was a strong believer of original sin—everyone was born with a sin. As for Alex, his sins were the habit of committing violent acts. The sinners may be offered a chance of salvation. But, he believed that it’s important for everyone to make their own choice with their own free will whether to be ‘saved’ or not. 
 
Alex didn’t have the power to choose, therefore in the ending of this book, he continued living painfully even though the writer eventually forgave him. He never listened to another Beethoven Symphony again. He kept himself company with hollow lieders.
 
On the contrary, the hero Tannhauser in Wagner’s famous opera was offered many chances of salvation. These were meant to save him from the lust of Venus and help him embrace the gracious love of Elisabeth. But Tannhauser failed to resist the lustrous life, so he chose not to join the pilgrims. Instead he decided to enjoy his sinful life selfishly, not knowing that Elisabeth was still praying for him, hoping to change his mind.
 
Perhaps, a man who has chosen the bad is in some ways better than a man who has the good imposed upon him. At least, he is independent and has his own free will untainted by authoritarian discipline, he has not been turned into a clockwork machine. This sums up Burgess’s position very concisely: ‘When a man cannot choose, he ceases to be a man.’
 
 

Those Who Are More Equal
On George Orwell’s novel Animal Farm
 
The past three months had been a long haul for myself. Going through the same books, reviewing the same knowledge, and trying to remember hundreds of pages of Chinese and Politics that didn’t even appear in the exams. I wanted to learn new things, I hoped to learn freely without the burden of the exam, I yearned for my intellectual liberty: to speak and to write what I like.
 
The exam ended in a sudden, and I knew that I was emancipated. Immersing in joy, another fairy tale about liberty and freedom came into my mind. And it was Orwell’s Animal Farm. 
 
Its story was rather simple, it began with the speech of the old bore Old Major. He boiled all the problems at the farm down to its owner Mr.Jones, and incited the animals to overthrow Jones’s leadership, fight for their own freedom, and create a Utopia where every animal was equal and free from hunger and the oppression. After driving away Mr.Jones at night, the animals renamed the farm Animal Farm. Two young pigs Snowball and Napoleon were chosen to manage the farm because the pigs were the smartest animals in the farm. They came up with the slogan “Four legs good, two legs bad.” They developed a regulation call the Seven Commandments, and offered education to every animal.
 
But soon, it turned out that Animal Farm wasn’t equal. The pigs drank the milk themselves without offering it to other animals. And they refused to listen to any animal. “He(Napoleon) would be happy to let you make the decisions for yourselves. But sometimes you might make the wrong decisions, comrades, and then where should we be? ” A spokesman of the pigs once said. 
Dictatorship took place, and Animal Farm was doing worse compared to the old times with Mr.Jones. The production of potatoes had hit a new low, and every animal was starving. After realizing the problems, Napoleon made a speech. “The animals believed every word of it. They knew that life nowadays was harsh and bare, that they were often hungry and cold. But doubtless it had been worse in the old days.” The speech had been a huge success. Then, Napoleon plotted against Snowball. He told the public that Snowball is in relation to Mr.Jones and is a traitor of Animal Farm. That night, Snowball disappeared. Napoleon didn’t stop, he persuaded other animals to confess their “crimes” related to Snowball and killed all of them. Killing animals was against the Seven Commandments. So Napoleon changed its content, and no other animal remembered what was written on it before.
 
Years later, every animal accepted the presence of “Dear Leader Napoleon” and forgot about the old times with Mr.Jones. They believed whatever their leader told them. They even built a windmill called Napoleon which symbolized the hard work of all animals. Some animals were even thinking of taking over the whole England and unify their country.
 
One night,When Benjamin the donkey was returning home, he saw pigs marching around the farm on their hind legs. Napoleon, walking on hind legs, had a dinner party with some human farm owners nearby. He finally realized the truth of this animal utopia: “All animals are equal. But some are more equal than others.” “The pigs out side looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again: but already it was impossible to say which is which.” The utopia ruled entirely by animals turned into a totalitarian state, worse than the previous farm owned by men.
 
*
 
Animal Farm is often seen as an immortal satire of the Soviet proletariat revolution and its politics. But little it is known as Orwell’s outcry about the publication restrictions in the mid-1940s England. It was during the World War II and England aligned with Soviet Russia to fight the expanding Third Reich. And most presses in England controlled by highbrows refused to publish any book with an attitude of criticism towards Soviet Russia in fear of not government restriction but public opinion. The publication of Animal Farm was facing many challenges. And Orwell at that time was agitated by such acts of refusal because the English government had no official regulations or laws in censor*ship and against publishing Soviet related content. In order to publish Animal Farm, he wrote numerous essays and gave many speeches about freedom and liberty of speech.
 
In one of his essay The Freedom of the Press, he mentioned that many people in England at that time supported and even praised Soviet Russia unreasonably. Left-wing political ideas were wildly spreading. Some even praised totalitarianism doctrines and the dictatorship of Stalin. We could infer from his essay that Orwell believed that the causes of such were the singleness of ideas. People could only hear the good things about Soviet Russia but none of the opposing ideas.
 
In the same essay, Orwell talked about his opinions on free speech and free press. He thought that “the liberty of speech” is different from “the freedom of speech”.
 
The liberty of speech and publication (also known as the intellectual liberty) is limited because he thought that there must be at least some sort of censorship. Orwell wrote: “The intellectual liberty that everyone shall have the right to say and to print what he believes to be the truth, provided only that it does not harm the rest of the community in some quite unmistakable way.”
 
On the other hand, he believed that the freedom of speech and publication isn’t about the one who was speaking or publishing. It is about those who were listening and reading. Orwell wrote:“When one demands the freedom of speech, as Rosa Luxembourg said is ‘freedom for the other fellow.’” They have their own rights and freedom to choose whether to believe or not.
 
If we combine these two opinions above together, it is easy to find out that Orwell’s thought on “the liberty of speech and the free speech” resembles to what Voltaire had said: “I detest what you say;(freedom of speech) I will defend to death your right to say it (liberty of speech).” “Every opinion, however unpopular-however foolish, should be even-entitled to a hearing.” Orwell concludes. Therefore, he convinced many presses not to be frightened of public opinion and fought against such “intellectual cowardice”——the fright of public opinion. And finally, managed to publish Animal Farm.
 
The animals in this book seemed to be emancipated from the hard labour and the oppression of man, but instead, they became involved in a worse form of totalitarian regime and suffered more. We ninth grade students are emancipated from the painful exams. But more harder exams are still waiting for us at high school. However, no matter where we will go, no matter what we will become. It is always important to have the Orwellian courage to be wildly covered, to form our own ideas, to persist in what we believe is right ourselves, to be free, not controlled by others. “The result of preaching totalitarian doctrines is to weaken the instinct by means of which free people know what is or is not dangerous.” Says George Orwell.
 
 

Middlemarch—Experiencing Love
 
“I must go back on my experience.”
———George Eliot
 
“What is the price of experience? Do men buy it for a song? Or wisdom for a dance in the street? No, it is bought with the price of all the man hath, his house, his wife, his children.”
———William Blake
 
Some may say that life in the ninth grade is dull. It is dull indeed, some couldn’t find their means of life, so they spent every day at school wandering like a rootless algal, moving from classroom to classroom, from the gym to the little garden, from homework to bed. Others, however, found their means of life a little too soon. These people spent every school day moving from classroom to classroom in search for their loved ones, from gym to the little garden to attend their dates, from homework to bed in order to text their lovers as soon as possible. Being a volunteer at the little garden, I myself am well acquainted with this particular kind of yearning. But these behaviors left me thinking, about the definition of love and different kinds of love. And George Eliot’s book Middlemarch has inspired me.
 
There are three major pairs of lovers in the small town called Middlemarch. The first pair is Dorothea and Mr.Causabon. Dorothea, as a pure, religious and knowledgeable girl, has always yearned for a higher state of knowledge. Therefore she chose to be married to a local scholar Mr.Causabon, despite his plain looks and old age. Their marriage wasn’t happy, because Causabon never allowed Dorothea to participate in his study and do the things she wanted. Eliot wrote:
‘There was the stifling oppression of Dorothea’s world, where everything was done for her and nothing asked for her aid……Marriage, which was to bring guidance into worthy and imperative occupation, had not yet freed her from the gentlewoman’s oppressive liberty……Her blooming full-pulsed youth stood there in a moral imprisonment which made itself one with the chill, colorless, narrowed landscape that seemed to be vanishing from the daylight.’
 
Their marriage eventually ended with the death of Mr.Causabon. His death was also a relief to Dorothea. Following his death, Dorothea encountered a handsome young man named Will Ladislaw. Unlike Dorothea, Will was rational and critical about religion. He once said at a dinner party that worship is usually a matter of theory rather than of practice. His reason and intellect attracted Dorothea. Therefore at the end of the book, they got married and lived a happy life.
The second pair of lovers are Lydgate and Rosamond. Lydgate used to be a stranger to experience. He said that books were stuff and life was stupid. After he came to Middlemarch as a doctor and saw the beautiful visage of Rosamond, he learned to open his heart. But he had only seen the beauty of Rosamond, he refused to accept that Rosamond was shallow, selfish and materialistic. They got married at last but their marriage was full of hardships and pain.
 
The last pair of lovers are Fred and Mary. Unlike Dorothea and Lydgate, Fred was rational and self-aware, he understood what was best for him and what he wanted to do. When he first appeared in the book, he came downstairs and asked for a grilled bone for breakfast, showing us readers a natural characteristic untainted by human society. He had enough knowledge to become a clergyman, but he refused to enter the church and chose to devote himself into labor. The reason was that he thought religion was not good for his independence of self. Mary was just a plain girl, not pretty or knowledgeable, but Fred loves her best because he thought that she was the best for himself.
 
George Eliot’s friend once translated the philosophy of Spinoza. Therefore many scholars believed that the philosophy embedded in Middlemarch is actually Spinoza’s ethics. In ethics, Spinoza said that the good we strive for should be nothing more than what we certainly know is good for ourselves.
 
In Spinoza’s terms, of all the people striving in Middlemarch, only Fred is striving for a thing worth striving for. Dorothea mistakes Causabon terribly, as Lydgate mistakes Rosamond, but Fred thinks Mary is worth having, that she is a good in the world, or at least good for him, and he is right.
However, a question came into my mind. How can we realize what is the best for ourselves?
Troubled by that question, I decided to go downstairs and take a walk around the little garden. It was noon, I experienced the warm sun and the gentle breeze of spring. I turned my head and saw a good friend of mine, sitting under the peach blossoms, cuddling with his girlfriend who he calls ‘My Little Cute Bunny’, experiencing their beautiful life. In the center of the garden, I saw the class president of another class sitting on the curb, with his right hand pointing at the blue sky. He was reading a romantic poem to his hazel-haired girlfriend, they were both experiencing the beauty of words.
 
Then I realized, experience could help us realize what is best for ourselves. In Spinoza’s ethics, the wise walk in gardens, see plays, eat pleasantly, do work that is meaningful to them, as their sensibilities allow and demand.
 
Followed by the action of experiencing life is the formation of experience. And I believe that there are two different kinds of experience. The first is the experience based on reason. If the formation of experience happens on an independent-minded person who already knows what is good for himself, then he will form reason-based experience. That is related to the first kind of love, which is reason based love. In Middlemarch, the love between Fred and Mary is reason based love. Because Fred is independent minded and self-knowledgeable. Eliot wrote:
 
“Fred is an independent fellow: an original, simple-minded fellow……’I don’t like divinity,’ said Fred, ’and feeling obliged to look serious. I like riding across country.’”
 
The second kind of experience is the experience that is not based on reason. If the formation of experience happens on a person who lacks independence of mind or self-knowledge, the experience that the person forms will not be reasonable enough. This is related to the second kind of love, the unreasonable love. Most love are unreasonable. In Middlemarch, Dorothea’s love with Causabon is unreasonable, because Christianity hindered Dorothea’s independence of mind and failed to allow her to truly understand her wants. Their love is similar with the love between Rosamond and Lydgate in Middlemarch, the love between Elisabeth and Tannhauser in Wagner’s opera, the love towards the fuehrer in Llosa’s books and any other love that is a yearning towards a higher supremacy.
 
I told a great friend of mine about my Two Kinds of Love Theory. After I explained my opinion to him, he looked at me and asked: ’If one couldn't understand himself, what should he do to become self-knowledgeable?’
 
I replied,’Do as what Eliot said, have a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, continue to experience life like Spinoza’s wise.’
 
He nodded and said, ’I see, I guess I should spend more time with my girlfriend. Our relationship should last until July. And I will see what happens after the Final Exam.’
 
‘I still think that finding a girlfriend at this age is an unreasonable thing to do.’ I said eagerly.
‘What is reason now? I guess most people have lost their independence and their sense of reason these days.’
 
‘In a time with no reason, people will need to experience more things in order to form reason based experience. Perhaps that’s why people in The Beat Age were so fond of promiscuity and drugs. They were seeking for a road, a road of reason but not absurdity, a road of peace but not war, a road of progress but not capsulation.’
 
‘I guess that explains my feelings, and the feeling of every other boy in our middle school who has a girlfriend.’ He said, ‘Do you think you will ever find a girlfriend here?’
 
‘No, our Chinese teacher thinks that I am too rational……’
 
 

Death of a Salesman—Influencing Others
 
“Uncle Ben: Why boys, when I was seventeen I walked into the jungle, and when I was twenty-one I walked out. And by God I was rich.”
 
The brother of wealthy Ben was a poor salesman called Willy Loman. He returned home from Boston. He was 63 years old and he failed to sell anything in this trip. His wife, Linda admired him very much. He was afraid to disappoint her, so he borrowed some money from his friend Charlie, and lied to her that he made a lot of money.
 
Willy raised two boys: Happy and Biff. Happy is very close to him, he wanted to follow Willy's career because Willy told him that being a salesman is a decent job. Biff didn't want to be a salesman. He enjoyed working at a farm. But Willy thought that Biff has not lived up to his potential. And hopes to find a new direction for Biff's life——he wanted Biff to become a salesman.
 
Biff agreed at first, and Willy felt proud. He told his boys that they would be much better than any other boy because they were already ahead of others. So Biff didn't study for his state math exam and failed to graduate college. Willy didn't accept the result, but he didn't tell Biff to study harder. Instead, he cursed one of Biff's classmate for not giving Biff the answer.
 
Then, Willy began mending his front scoop. He sat there happily with his boys. Meanwhile, Linda found out that he had been trying to commit suicide. She found a rubber pipe stuck on the gas pipe, but she failed to get rid of it because she didn't want to hurt Willy's dignity.
 
A few days later, a strange woman came for Willy. She said that she was Willy's secret mistress from Boston. Biff saw her and he felt angry at Willy. He quit his job as a salesman and left Willie's house. Linda asked Willy about his secret mistress, but Willy refused to admit and went to the garden to plant vegetables. He wanted to escape the truth and live in a world of fantasy. Then, “the salesman's death” came into his mind. The death of a salesman was a decent death. Many fellow salesmen would attend the salesman's funeral and therefore he would be remembered by them. Willie had always wanted to be decent, so he drove his car and deliberately ran into a tree.
Willy died. But his funeral wasn't a decent one. No one came to his funeral.
 
Perhaps it was better for him to be a worker instead of being a salesman. Because his only joy came from building the front scoop. Willy never knew what he wanted to be.
 
He wanted to be a salesman, because someone else told her that it's a great way to make money.
He wanted to be decent, so he couldn't stand his son's failure and denied his affair with the woman in Boston.
 
He envied his brother Ben and wanted to achieve success. But he thought that Ben became rich too easily, so he didn't want to work for his dream. He wanted to make money in Boston, but ended up having an affair there. He wanted his son to pass the test, but he didn’t ask him to work hard. In fact, he achieved nothing. He didn't even get a decent funeral.
 
Now, Willy began influencing his sons. Happy doesn't know what he wants, so he followed his father's advice and became another salesman. Perhaps he will end up just like Willie. Biff didn't take his father's advice and worked at the farm, his work brought him happiness and joy. 
 
Maybe we shouldn't be influenced by others, instead, we should realize what we really want to be, and pay efforts to become that.
 
 

The Age of Innocence—Obedience and Freedom
 
Since the 16th century, archery has been a popular sport among the nobles of England. The main character of The Age of Innocence was called Newland Archer. If he was an archer of the new land, then what was his aim?
 
In order to answer this question, we need to understand the three different kinds of innocence which were revealed in the famous novel The Age of Innocence by Edith Wharton. She was one of the most famous female novelists in America.
 
The first kind of innocence is the sweet innocence of May Welland. Newland Archer was arranged to marry May Welland. Newland thought that it was unfair to arrange marriages. However, May didn't make any objection to their marriage, she was only a innocent girl who knew the old morals. After they were married, May treated Newland well and did her duties as a wife. Even though she knew that Newland's true love belonged to her cousin Ellen.
 
The second kind of innocence is the innocent belief of Newland Archer. He met his true love Ellen at the opera house. Ellen also loved him but she was already married to Count Olenska of Poland. She disliked her husband, but due to moral and religious reasons, she cannot get a divorce. With the help of a young servant, Ellen escaped Europe and returned to America. Newland went to Boston to meet her. He innocently believed that he was able to marry Ellen and take her to a world where men and women are equal and no rumors exists. So he proposed to Ellen, but she didn't accept. She thought that Newland was too idealistic. And, she believed that it was wrong for Newland to abandon May even though he does not love her.
 
The two innocences are actually caused by the third kind of innocence. An innocence related to morals. Edith Wharton wrote: "Untrained human nature was not frank and innocent; it was full of the twists and defences of an instinctive guile. And he felt himself oppressed by this creation of factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy of mothers and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses, because it was supposed to be what he wanted, what he had a right to, in order that he might exercise his lordly pleasure in smashing it like an image made of snow.”
 
Wharton believes that innocence is a limitation of human nature, a foot-binding of the soul, just like the social morals of 19th century New York. Back then, morals didn't allow people to love who they truly love, but forces them to love who they should love. In today's perspective, Newland's affair may seem immoral. But he and Ellen were actually victims of the old morals, and, their affair represented a opposition to it. However, it ended tragically. They hadn't seen each other after their date in Boston.
 
As for May, she never really realized that she was not free. Therefore she followed the old customs and the old morals. And, she lived a decent life with Newland even though she did not love him. May was never liberated from the old morals. As Wharton wrote:"There was no use in trying to emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion that she was not free.”
 
The true aim of Newland Archer was to change the social morals of New York. He wanted less limitations and more freedom. He cannot change the society by simply having an affair. Therefore he entered the political system, and he built New York into a city of liberty where old morals had much less influence. The dramatic change in New York represented the end of the age of innocence. But I think that it hasn't ended yet. Perhaps we also live in an age of innocence, but just as what  Edith Wharton wrote:”There was no use in trying to emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion that she was not free.” 
 
If the roots of obedience still lie in people's minds, then the age of innocence will never end. We will be trapped by the factitious purity made by others, instead of realizing our true aim.
 
 

The Picture of Dorian Gray—A Flawless Figure
 
In the tales of the ancient Greeks, an handsome young man named Narcissus fell in love with his own reflection. He sat by the pool of water and admired his reflection, also waiting for a response from it. Finally, his body became integrated with the plants around him, he transformed into a beautiful white flower with tiny yellow pistils.
 
At the end of the 19th century, Dorian Gray, another handsome young man fell in love with his portrait. He made a deal with the portrait that he would give his soul if the portrait were to grow old and wrinkled while he remained young and handsome. The first question emerged:”Is it worthy to trade one’s own soul for his beauty?

With his beautiful looks, Dorian was able to attend many formal events and therefore he become amiable with the local aristocrats. He became a habitué at the opera house and the Shakespearean theater.
 
At the theater, a teenage actor named Sibyl Vane fell in love with the handsome Dorian Gray. Because Dorian had no morality but only a vision of beauty, he found himself only attracted by Vane’s performance instead of her own character. When Vane failed to perform well, Dorian broke up with her immediately. 
 
When he returned home, he saw a cruel expression on the face of his portrait, and he decided to seek Sibyl’s forgiveness. His friend Lord Henry arrived the next day, however, with news that Sibyl has committed suicide the previous night, and he convinced Dorian that there was no reason for him to feel badly about it.
 
“There's no such thing as a moral book or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written, that's all.” Wrote Oscar Wilde in The Preface. Dorian Gray and Wilde himself sees the world from a pure aesthetics perspective where art means nothing but beauty itself. However, it's easy to figure out from the example of Dorian that without the support of morals, the pursuit of pure beauty can be cruel to others. In fact, wasn't art always related to the morals of mankind? In ancient times, cave paintings about hunting celebrate the bravery of men. During the Middle Age, paintings were made to show loyalty to God. Today, photos are taken to praise the unity and the tolerance of people. The statement of beauty cannot be seen as an individual, it must be combined with at least one of the morals in order to create a work of art.
 
On the other hand, is there really a precise definition of beauty? If the goal of art is to achieve the factitious goal of beauty, then all art might lose their unique character or style. Life and art alike. If the aim of life is to achieve an artificial concept of perfection, then why are we made as individuals and different?
 
Wilde also wrote in this book: "To reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim.” “ The aim of life is self-development, to realize one's nature.” As soon as an artist finishes realizing himself as an individual, he will conceal his findings in his artwork. In this case, Dorian Gray's portrait is the artwork. His portrait concealed its painter Basil Hallward’s obsession with Dorian Gray, and, his beliefs that one should live life to the fullest by indulging one’s impulses. Then, Dorian traded his soul and somehow “switched identities” with himself in the painting. Perhaps Dorian had not been living his own life, as a piece of art, a man of pure beauty, he lived the life of the artist whom created him, he followed the artist's thoughts, satisfied the artist's impulses, and became the cruel man whom the artist should have been. After Dorian traded his soul, he was not an individual man anymore, but a work of art, a picture, a puppet controlled by an artist. A masterpiece which was immortal but in chains. While Wilde's essays advocated the importance of being an individual and saw self-realization as a path to a better life. Dorian Gray (and even Wilde himself) still followed the route of self-indulgence and objectification.
 
Years Later, Vane's brother sook revenge. But he was no match for Dorian, and was killed. 
 
Dorian Gray's picture turned hideous. He finally realized what he had done, and he regretted. Filled with sorrow and regrets, he stabbed the portrait with a knife. His servants heard a scream, and, when they arrived, they saw a loathsome old man dead on the floor with a knife in his chest and a portrait of the beautiful young man he once was. A flawless figure in aesthetics cannot exist in reality, the beauty of Dorian Gray is meant to fade. But his picture, the puppet or object of other people, remains.
 
 

The Foundation Pit
 
Andrey Platonov, the author of The Foundation Pit, is not a well-known writer in China. He was born in 1899, and he grew up under the reign of the Soviet Union. In his youthful days, he experienced Stalin’s drive towards rapid industrialization and Total Collectivization. Part of Stalin’s acts lead directly to the Terror Famine of 1932, the greatest but also the least-acknowledged catastrophe of Soviet history. It was like a nightmare to Platonov. Therefore, he lost his faith in Socialism and Communism, and began writing The Foundation Pit.
 
The story began with a middle-aged worker Voshchev being dismissed from a small factory.
He wandered on the streets, searching for the meaning of life. A few minutes later, he encountered a construction site, where many workers  were digging a gigantic pit. A worker told him that they were digging a huge foundation pit for a massive building that will eventually house members of the proletariat. Voshchev devoted himself to digging the pit immediately.
 
Days later, Voshchev met a little girl at the site. A fellow worker told him that the girl’s parents died of hunger. Voshchev named the girl Nastya and treated her well. He built Nastya a bed out of a child-sized coffin. Weeks flew by, and collective farming began. Workers at the pit were treated badly by the leader of The People’s Commune, they even slaughtered Kulaks-the land-owning farmers and shoved their bodies into the pit. Voshchev couldn’t bare to kill, and he couldn’t bare to suffer. He could’t accept that his true identity was discovered simply by building up the frameworks of the Soviet Union. He and his fellow workers lost faith in his country, and in themselves.
 
The workers later found out that Nastya was the only true proletarian among them. She said radical phrases and slogans of the Revolution. Once she saw her mother’s coffin, she claimed that her mother must have been a bourgeoise and all bourgeoises must die. She admired Stalin and believed that he was everyone’s father. She said that clothes must be removed because she thought that they are the symbol of the corrupt and sinful capitalism. Even though she was radical, the Workers still loved her as a child.
 
Winter came. Nastya died of fever. Voshchev took a look at the huge foundation pit they have been digging. He took one last look at Nastya, said farewell, and shoved her into the pit. Workers realized that there will not be any house for the poor, all they have been digging was nothing but a giant grave. A grave prepared for the dead, the Kulaks, the proletarians, and eventually, themselves.
 
I have read a short novella called The Building Of The Great Wall by Kafka months ago. In that novel, the workers worked hard in order to build the wall, but they eventually found out that what they were doing was not beneficial to themselves. They were only following a tyrant without awareness. The Foundation Pit has some resemblance with Kafka’s story. The government promised that they will house the poor, but what they were actually doing was consolidating their rule. Agitating the proletarians is more of a political mean rather than a generous act of kindness. This idea can be found in numerous history events, including the crusade and the People’s Commune. The author believes that the reason why Voshchev couldn’t find the meaning of life is partly because that he was an instrument rather than an individual. “Communism may bore man with no sense of self.” He wrote.
 
Platonov also believes that men are not truly equal or free in a Socialism country, not only because we might lose ourselves, but also because of the Commune System. “Who should be in charge of a collective farm? “Asked Platonov, “If the whole Soviet Union is a collective farm controlled by a single man, what difference does it make between Socialism and Imperialism?” However, most common people in Platonov’s stories doesn’t really care about political systems. If they suffer from hunger or illnesses, the Soviet government will make them believe that it’s the others’ fault instead of the system. Take Nastya for example, she never realized that it was the system which caused her mother’s death. She never felt sad for her mother’s death and strongly believed in Socialism, Communism, even Stalin.
 
In the end of the story, Platonov argued that communism is just something for the children, for the immature minds to believe in. “Will the socialist republic perish like Nastya, or will she grow up into a whole human being, into a new historical society?” But growing up means abandoning the immature thoughts, the thoughts that said all men were born equal, the thoughts that said we should be equally rich, the thoughts that said people should abandon who we were and eat together, sleep together, live together, dream together. But everyone needs to grow up, don’t they? “The loss of the beloved Nastya is tantamount to the destruction not only of all the past but also of the future.”
 
 

Slaughterhouse Five—The Ones Who Hated War The Most
 
2022 is the famous anti-war writer Kurt Vonnegut Jr.’s centenary birthday. His love for peace will always be with us in the cycle of history.
 
What is the main reason for war? Throughout history, many politicians gave out very different answers. American politician Samuel Huntington believes that the major cause of war is the cultural differences between countries. While ancient Greek historian Thucydides thought that war was only a result of lust for power. And because the lust for power is a part of human nature, therefore war will keep happening until the dusk of men. Writer Kurt Vonnegut Jr. probably agrees with the second theory. 
 
But, Kurt Vonnegut Jr. was neither a politician nor a historian. He was a writer born in America,1922. His father used to be German, but he immigrated to America in order to avoid the First World War. Years after Vonnegut Jr. was born, the Second World War bursted out and he was forced to join the American Army. When he arrived in Germany, his squad was captured immediately by Nazis. The Gestapo coerced them to work in a slaughterhouse near Dresden. After a few days of hard labor, one of the most violent attacks in history—The Bombing of Dresden—happened. Vonnegut luckily survived The Bombing by staying under the roof of slaughterhouse five. When the bombing ended, nobody outside was alive, Vonnegut and his companions walked for 30 miles and saw nothing except burning houses and boiling bodies. After he returned to America, he wrote down his experiences in Dresden and turned it into an anti-war book called Slaughterhouse Five, it was published in 1969 and it made him very famous.
 
Slaughterhouse Five is about a German-American called Billy Pilgrim, who, as a prisoner of war, witnessed the Fire Bombing of Dresden, Germany. One day, he found himself unstuck in time. He travelled through time and witnessed his birth, his death and his life in Dresden many times. Billy hated Dresden, he hated the wrecked houses and the burning bodies, he hated war. As Vonnegut wrote: “The ones who hated war the most, were the ones who’d really fought.”
 
Billy travelled through time again, this time, he saw himself being kidnapped by aliens. The aliens sent him to a zoo in Planet Tralfamadore, where “everything is beautiful and nothing hurt.” Billy enjoyed living in Tralfamadore, because there was no war on that planet, and also, because he became well acquainted with a female human at the zoo. Just as he began enjoying his life, he travelled back to the battleground. The story ended with Billy traveling to a post-war future, he was at a veteran’s home, feeling sad and lonely. He looked at a photo of his son. His son served in Vietnam.
 
* 
 
I think that Billy didn’t travel through time, instead, he re-experienced his memories. What he saw in Dresden became his nightmare, therefore he “travelled”to Dresden so many times. Billy’s experiences during the war has driven him insane, therefore he thought that he had travelled to an alien planet. Tralfamadore was actually what Billy had been longing for: A place with no war, no violence. Put in Vonnegut’s words: “Where everything is beautiful and nothing hurt.”
 
Some might ask, what’s that got to do with Thucydides? Well, Billy himself served the second world war, and his son served the Vietnam war. Vonnegut thought that people had learned nothing from the Second World War. Authorities were still throwing innocent people into meaningless battlefields. Millions of wars happened throughout history, and people haven’t learned from any one of those, they kept starting new ones. History is nothing but a cycle, the same things happened again and again. Perhaps Thucydides is right: The major cause of war is related to human nature, and it can never be changed.
 
Facing this pessimistic conclusion, Vonnegut decided to spread his anti-war thoughts to more people, with his unique humor. He wrote Hocus Pocus, a satire of the War in Vietnam. He also combined his text with hilarious drawings in his novel Breakfast of Champions. He also gave many lectures at Universities and theaters. His last lecture was held at Clowes Hall, Indianapolis in April 2007. After some telling jokes and mocking the government, he said goodbye: “And I thank you for your attention, and I'm out of here.”
 
Kurt Vonnegut Jr. died in 2007.
 
He wrote in Slaughterhouse Five: “When a person dies, he only appears to die. He is still very alive in the past. All moments, past, present and future, always have existed, always will exist.”
 
 

Disgrace—Let Your Indulgence Set Me Free
 
From 1948 to 1994, South-African people lived under a strict policy of segregation called apartheid, which enforced native black people and white people to live separately. They lived in different communities, went to different schools, and used different public facilities. In addition, black people and white people were not allowed to see each other. This outrageous kind of racial discrimination had lasted for almost 50 years. In the 1990s, white president de.Klerk began to repeal most legislation that provided the basis of apartheid. Later, in 1994, with the help of Nelson Mandela, the two men created a new constitution for South Africa, and they pardoned all racists. Apartheid ended, the country was back in order. However, apartheid was still the country’s disgrace. But the enormous changes inspired South African writer J.M Coetzee, he published his most famous novel Disgrace in 1999, and won the Nobel Prize in 2003.
 
Disgrace begins with David Lurie, a middle-aged English professor in Cape Town who had an affair with his younger student, Melanie. After she broke it off and made a formal compliment to the university, David was exiled from his job. He went to seek refuge on a small farm owned by his daughter Lucy. David later found out that his affair with Melanie is his own disgrace, and he has to cope with it, live with it every day. A few days later, returning from a walk, David and Lucy were stopped by three strangers who broke into their home and attacked them. While David is locked in a toilet, Lucy was victim to a terrible sex assault for she refused to seek justice. The rape became Lucy’s disgrace. David suggested her to leave South Africa and go to Netherlands to start a new life, she refused. On the other hand, a single woman living in South Africa—where violence happens every day—is in need of protection. Therefore Lucy engaged herself with her African neighbor. David left the farm with sorriness and regret. He went to Melanie’s house and apologized to her. But he knew that he can never change, because he was so used to living in disgrace. He returned to his house in Cape Town, and found out that his house was robbed, too.
 
The story ends with Lucy’s unexpected pregnancy caused by the rape. The author Coetzee sees the unborn baby as the future of South Africa: It was born in disgrace, and it faces an unknown future.
 
*
 
Disgrace explores the furthest reaches of what it means to be human. See Cape Town as human in the modern era and Lucy’s farm as the ancient times, some things has changed over time, such as buildings and transportation. But most of them hasn’t changed. People in both places committed crime, some attacked Lucy and others robbed David. They were both savage, David had an affair with his student and three strangers raped Lucy. But then again, Lucy and Melanie forgive the ones whom assaulted them at the end.
 
So, what does it mean to be human anyways? I think people are considered as human not because of our character, our color or technology. It’s because most of us have a universal sense of forgiveness. There are a lot of things that can never be solved, but if we all choose to compromise and forgive, we will be able live in peace.
 
Disgrace also has a social meaning.. It was published in 1999, that was when apartheid ended, but violent acts continue. The people of South Africa is facing a tough dilemma: Whether to stay in this country and face its disgrace in history, or to go abroad to search for a better life. Both characters—David and Lucy, were used to living in disgrace. David knew that he was too old to change, as for Lucy, because numerous acts of assault happens every day, she sees sexual assault as a personal matter instead of a crime, therefore she refused to seek justice and chose to live in disgrace. But living in disgrace can allow more people to understand the problems the country is facing, so more of them will devote themselves to fix it. The disgraceful apartheid did inspire numerous rebels to oppose racism and create a better future for South Africa.
 
But how to solve the serious problem of a country? Disgrace gave us an answer: By forgiving and forgetting. David and Melanie’s relationship cannot be changed simply by just one apology, but Melanie chose to forgive. Lucy can never seek justice, but she chose to accept. Both of them chose to forgive and forget the awful things that occurred to them in order to live in peace. Just like what Nelson Mandela did: He didn’t use violence to punish the racists, because he knew that will be harmful to the newborn South Africa. Instead, he chose to forgive. I believe that this generous act is what made him won the Nobel Peace Prize. As William Shakespeare said in The Tempest:
 
 Unless I be reliev’d by prayer,
Which pierces so that it assaults
Mercy itself, and frees all faults.
As you from crimes would pardon’d be, 
Let your indulgence set me free.
 
 

The Pickwick Papers—An Observer of Human Nature
 
After the mid-term exam, I continued reading The Pickwick Papers by Charles Dickens. And Mr.Pickwick in this story was a leader of a club named after himself : The Pickwick Club. Nor did I comprehend what is the club for. All they did was traveling around England and searching for interesting things. But I have got some opinions on the main character Mr.Pickwick.
 
So who is Mr.Pickwick?
 
Some say that Mr.Pickwick is an observer of human nature. On the first adventure of the Pickwick club, they met a cab driver. The driver told Mr.Pickwick about his lover in Spain, his admiration for dogs and his villa in the countryside. Pickwick and other club members took down notes as the driver was talking. The driver asked Mr.Pickwick for his name, but he only said: I am an observer of human nature.
 
Others believe that Mr.Pickwick is a philosopher. In Chapter one, he observed the Hampstead Ponds and came up with a theory called Theory of Tittlebats. And it changed the world, which made Pickwick felt very good of himself. Every day when he wakes up, he opens the window and gazes the world, believes that only he already knew the truth of the world while others knew little. He is a philosopher for sure, and a really confident one.
 
But after reading this book, I am starting to feel that Mr.Pickwick is an attitude of life. He is always curious and willing to listen, He carried a notebook with him to wherever he went. He is always optimistic and he never felt very angry or truly upset in the entire book. Perhaps we should all be like Mr.Pickwick and see the world with curiosity and optimism.
 
 

Frankenstein
 
Prometheus, whom was entangled
At the highest peak of Mount Caucasus.
Whose flesh hanged out, and painfully he struggled.
And within his mouth: some darling flowers.
 
He deserved no pity.
This was only his duty,
To ease his awful sin.
Of creating humanity.
Three cheers to Zeus,
And the so-called traitors.
 
—Dario Fo 
(Translated by Potato from one of his plays in Chinese )
 
The book Frankenstein by Mary Shelly is undoubtedly a classical masterpiece. But its title Frankenstein was altered in order to match with the name of the main character Dr. Frankenstein. The book was originally called The Modern Prometheus,which leads us to a question: Is the act of creating humanity beneficial, or might it lead to humongous disasters that was mentioned in the poem by Dario Fo?
 
A young boy called Victor Frankenstein had a perfect childhood and a loving family. His family was kind, and they even adopted orphans in need. One day, they adopted a beautiful girl called Elizabeth, who soon fell in love with Victor.
 
Years passed, Victor had to leave her in order to study at a university. In the university. He showed his passion towards Natural Philosophy, which he soon dived into. Victor also studied dissecting. After graduating from the University, he created a man-shaped monster using corpses from a local graveyard, and brought it back to life using electricity. The monster ran away from the laboratory and entered into the human society.
 
Then, tragic news came. Victor’s young brother was killed. Some said the murderer was  a women called Justine, but only Frankenstein knew that only the monster had the strength of killing and was sure that he committed it it. He went to find the monster and told him to disappear. Frankenstein was filled with guilt.
 
And he went on a vacation to escape from the tragedy.
 
Accidentally He met the monster again, and the monster told him about its wretched life. The Monster had been  to a village, where saw the loving care of the family, and the happy life they had. He wanted to join him, but his hideous and horrifying appearance made him isolated by the villagers before they generously provided him with torches on fire instead of their love and care. 
The monster became furious. However, one old man taught him to read. The Monster read Paradise Lost by John Milton and asked himself: “Who was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination ?” After a while of thinking, he realized: Adam had come forth from the hands of God a perfect creature. God made Adam beautiful and alluring after his own image. But the monster himself was just a result of a filthy creation, therefore he was solitary and detested. And as a result of his loneliness, he was unstoppable of committing crime. Therefore, the monster asked Frankenstein to create a female monster for him. 
 
Frankenstein refused. The monster continued his murdering. He killed Frankenstein’s friend Clerval. Then on the wedding day of Frankenstein and Elisabeth, he killed Elisabeth. Then he placed his bloody hands around the neck of his creator Frankenstein.
 
On a ship which was bound for the north pole, Frankenstein lied in his coffin. The monster looked the last time at his noble creator. Then he jumped off the ship, and was seen no more.
This book was given so many explanations. 
 
From the perspective of a modern teenager, Dr. Frankenstein is similar to the modern scientists. They created artificial intelligence that in some ways are superior than us. But whom dares say that the robots nowadays couldn’t be the monster in this story? If they knew that they are treated differently compared to humans, wouldn’t they plot revenge against humans just like what we have done. French philosopher Rousseau believes that we should fight for equality and freedom by avenging those who oppress us, by breaking the walls. But how is that possible? The monster wouldn’t receive any love and care by simply killing. A modern writer Noah Harri writes: “When we break down our prison walls and run towards freedom, we are in fact running into the more spacious exercise yard of a bigger prison. ” Her idea is similar to Tomas Hobbes. 
 
Back to the subject, in case of avenging, we should put these intelligent robots under the regulation of law rather than putting them in chains for reasons unknown. We shall give individuals like the monster the education for them to accept who they are, and give them a route to the future. Rather than oppressing them or hiding them, like what Frankenstein did to make the monster disappear.
 
The second meaning of this book is about religion. Neither Frankenstein creating the monster, or Prometheus creating humans is a good deed. In Christian religion, Adam, the men was created by God after himself. But as we develop, we are starting to deny that we’re the creation of God, and even tried to murder God. German philosopher Nietzsche said in his book The Will to Power that God is already dead, only willpower remains. Shelly lived at the beginning of the industrial revolution. Where the status of religion was shaken by science. Should the religion stay, or should we let it fade through time? The famous poem about religion Paradise Lost made the monster in this story knew whom he is. The religion made Frankenstein feel guilty of what he had done. The religion made people devoted to do kind things rather than committing crime. And yet, the man made by science, whom was given life in a laboratory, the monster in this story represents evil and wickedness. Man cannot move forward with only technology and materials, we need our sense of morality to teach us how to use them. This way, the act of creating humanity will not be a total disaster.
 
Final question: Does the existence of the monster really matters? I believe yes. The famous composer Mozart wrote in his final opera Die Zauberflote: “If it isn’t free to criticize, to  praise means nothing.” The similar logic appears also in Shelly’s story. The monster symbolizes the evil of men. Without evil, how can we define kindness? In our Chinese class, we learned an ancient passage from LiJi, which pictures a world without hatred, without evil, with only kindness and love. But how can we differ kindness and evil while living in a society like that? On the other hand, if we don’t differ them, we will remain ignorant. But how’s that possible? George Orwell believes that ignorance is power. If we are all equally ignorant, our ignorance may be used by Rulers for meaningless things, such as wars and the ruler’s reputation.
 
But luckily the evil of humanity didn’t fade. The monster, as a creation of mankind, has taught us governing by law, the meaning of religion, and saved us from ignorance. The monster may be unforeseen, but he is always with us, inspiring our thoughts behind the darkness.
 
 

Of Mice and Man—Men Will Always Be Lonely
 
Not long ago, at Drum Tower West Theatre I have seen the drama version of Of Mice and Men written by John Steinbeck , and I was totally astonished by it. Therefore, I thought that it was necessary to read the original novel.
 
Of Mice and Man plotted its story in the late 1930s at a small village in America. Where two rural farmers, George and Lennie found a job at a local farm. Lennie was “slow” in every ways. He liked to touch soft things such as little mice and little rabbits, but always ends up killing them. As his best partner, George can’t bare to leave Lennie alone, so he always protected him wherever they went. Both had nothing but each other and a wild dream to someday own a land of their own.
 
Their manager Curly was a mean, arrogant little man who looks down at everyone. And the other workers here were brutal and violent. One has shot his dog without any feeling of compassion. Lennie cannot take this, so he hit them and got into troubles.
 
Even though, they were still dreaming about their own land. They will plant vegetables there and everything will be theirs. They will cook bacon, salmon and live happily together.
 
One evening, while others was out. Curly's wife wants Lennie to touch her hair. Lennie didn't control himself and accidentally killed her. He ran away into the bushes. When George heard about this, he took a shotgun, and found Lennie by the bushes. George described their dream farm again, and gently raise the gun. He fired two times. Lennie was killed. And that is the end.
 
If you are a first time Steinbeck reader (Like me), you might be wondering: "What is this all about?” His characters always symbolize something. And in this story, Lennie I believe is the symbol of an average human being. He knows what is right and what is wrong, dislikes the ones who are arrogant or violent, loves his friend George who took care of him. But he made too many mistakes. His inability to control his actions leaded himself to death. He killed too many, hurt too many and he will not be forgiven. Religiously, some Christians believe that every living person carries a sin, and that sin shall never be forgiven. But who is George? If Lennie is the average person who carries the sin, then George might just be the symbol of God. He created a piece of their own land to give Lennie hope. He took care of every human being like Lennie but is always able to take their life.
 
The friendship in this book is also worth talking.
 
Susan Shillinglaw wrote the introduction of this book. She mentioned that Steinbeck celebrated friendship in many ways. But in my point of view, the friendship between George and Lennie will never exist. They have no kinship, they are just two strangers who help each other only because of kindness and compassion, which Nietzsche sees as the moral of the weak. How can it be true? Man was born lonely and will always be. The murder of Lennie is enough to show this opinion.
 
That's all I've got to say, why don't you read it yourself?
 
 

Chinua Achebe—A Man of the People
 
Last week, I went to Page One and found this book. It was written by Chinua Achebe，who was a famous writer from Nigeria, West Africa. A Man Of The People exposed the corruption of Nigerian officials by modeling the main character The Honorable Chief Naga. He was the minister of culture and lived in a huge house, with seven bedrooms and bathrooms. He used expensive furniture. And as an African politician, he built many roads, and all was named after himself.
 
Surprisingly, Chief Naga used to be a teacher at the local grammar school. One of his students, Odili, got a chance to host a literature conference at the capital city. So he lived with teacher Naga for a while. During that stay, all of the immoral behavior of Chief Naga was captured by his eyes: Naga has many affairs and valentines, even though he was married. And as the minister of culture, he never truly cared about culture. Cared only the profit that culture had brought him. He never prepared for his public speech, his secretary always represented him.
 
Odili cannot take it anymore. He decided to start his own party to fight against Chief Naga in the next election. So he started The Common People Party with his friend Max. Unfortunately, Chief Naga heard their plan. To consolidate his power, he went out and started badmouthing Odili and The Party.
 
At the evening of the final election, Naga started a riot and won the election somehow. Odili's friend Max was killed by a Chief from another party, And Odili himself was hurt badly. The democracy election turned out to be a usurpation of power. The Honorable Chief Naga became the Prime Minister at last. And in his words, he was The Man Of The People.
 
I read some other books by Chinua Achebe and did some research lately. He lived in a times that Nigeria ended colonial rule and was starting to form their own government. Achebe agreed with the independence. In his book The Education Of A British Protected Child, he mentioned that a nation should be independent itself. That is the only way that it's able to keep its own traditions and culture. And his early book, No Longer At Ease is mainly about how a minority loses his faith and culture in front of the lure of money and power.
 
However, the independence of Nigeria caused more problems. Its lack of education made the people know nothing about politics. So whom they elect may not be the best leader, and they might elect someone like Naga who is corrupt and violent. Therefore, if the country has no great leaders, it just wouldn't develop. The Colonial rule allows Nigeria to develop, but cannot keep Nigeria’s culture untouched. This is the matter that Achebe is dealing with. And it's a problem that still remains unsolved.
 
 

The Man Who Was Thursday
 
For the past few weeks, I’ve been reading “The Man Who Was Thursday” by G.K Chesterton. This book might be the most hilarious detective novel I’ve ever read.

It all started with a conversation between two poets: Gregory and Syme. That was a really philosophical conversation, they talked about Fatalism, which in simple words: You’ll always have an idea of what’s going to happen next.
 
They’ve also talked about Anarchism.This is an opinion, and people who agrees with it believes that the government and order are the circumstances of crime and evil.
 
Gregory was an Anarchist. His goal was to abolish the government, and someday abolish god, abolish right and wrong, abolish left and right. A secret anarchist underground was where he worked. And the president of that underground was called “Sunday”.
 
Syme, unfortunately, works at a police station. He arrested Gregory at once. Due to special reasons, he decided to make Gregory a detective for the police at the underground.
 
Gregory had some extraordinary experiences being the detective. Firstly, a big election was held at the underground, and he was elected as “Thursday”. That was a huge promotion. He suddenly became an important role in that association. Which also meant that he can participate in making decisions at the underground. Such as when and where will they plant bombs and stuff.
 
Then, Syme and Gregory went to Paris. They removed the bomb and saved the city from devastating results. Syme met a anarchist professor there. The professor asked him if he was a policeman or not. Syme lied and answered he isn’t. But it turns out that the anarchist professor was also a detective. He arrested Syme and Gregory. After a few moments of explaining, the three of them went to meet Sunday, the president of the anarchist underground. Together they revealed a terrible secret, that all of the Anarchists in that association, were detectives sent by the police, except Gregory. So only Gregory, “The man who was Thursday”, had been the true Anarchist.
 
But is he really an Anarchist?
 
When Gregory was made a detective, he had a conversation with the policeman who recruited him. The policeman said that there is a difference between the real anarchists and the people who doesn’t obey orders. Real anarchists means death, they believe that mankind should commit suicide. They’ll destroy humanity itself. However, Gregory wouldn’t dare to do that. He is just an ordinary person, a poet who loves philosophy. A spy who wants to know whom Sunday is.
 
This gives us a key to the room of Chesterton’s social philosophy. Perhaps people who throw bombs and disobey orders isn’t the anarchist. The anarchists isn’t the enemy of the common society (because they are all policemen). There is another class of people who are dedicated to a more “deceitful” destruction of society. They are the rich living outside the rules. The author mentioned “ The poor object to being governed badly. The rich object to being governed at all.”
 
 

Shooting An Elephant
 
“His hind legs collapsed beneath him, his trunk reaching the skyward like a tree. He trumped for the first and only time.” This is how the great English novelist George Orwell describes the  pitiful elephant in his early novella “Shooting An Elephant”, which is a simple story about how and why an elephant was shot, but behind the story he argued about moral and politics, which is often seen in his works.
 
This story took place in Burma. A police officer received a message. It told him that an elephant was causing a serious riot at the downtown market. The officer jumped on a horse, carried a rifle, and hurried immediately towards the market. 
 
On his way, he found an Indian man lying in a puddle, coated with mud. The man was killed by the elephant. This gave the police officer determination to kill the elephant. 
 
He arrived at the market, stood ten meters  in front the elephant, ready to give it a shot. Lots of the residents nearby came. They stood in the back of the police officer, expecting him to pull the trigger. 
 
The officer looked back, and saw all of the people looking at him. He looked front, and saw the elephant eating the wild bushes, with no sense of hurting anyone, with no clue what will happen. He didn't want to shoot the elephant, he believed that this is a merciless thing to do. But with the audiences staring, he has no choice but to shoot. Because if he didn't, others may see him coward and weak. He fired three times, the elephant collapsed. But it took the elephant about a hour to die. The elephant left in tremendous pain.
 
Later that day, the body was split by the residents, left only a skeleton lying on the road. Some say that it's a right move to kill the elephant, Some say it's cruel to treat animals this way. But who knows? 
 
So why did the officer kill the elephant? 
 
I see the officer as a kind people in this story. He knew that it's cruel to kill, and he pitied the poor elephant. He showed empathy to the animal in pain while others were just watching. 
However, on the other hand, I think that the officer is a weak person. In this story, he cared too much about how others think about him. He shot the elephant mainly for that he wouldn't' be seen as a coward, actually for his reputation. 
 
Orwell's books often satirizes politics. I think this one satirizes the people with some kind of power who do unjust things for their own fame and reputation. If a war was fought simply for someone's reputation, wouldn't it be a foolish thing? 
 
 

The Fountainhead—What is Perfect Life?
 
I am reading a book by a female writer Ayn Rand. She is very famous in America. The book is called The Fountainhead, which is the republican’s bible in USA. I haven’t finished it yet.
Once there was an architect Howard Roark, who was unique and maybe good looking. He had some peculiar ideas about design which wasn’t approved by anyone. He had been expelled from the college because the principal disliked his design of a building. This building he designed is not classic, and also not modern. It is the style of Howard Roark himself.
 
After Roark was expelled, he went to New York to find a job as an architect. But no one liked the buildings he designed. His classmate Peter designed only what the people liked. Peter found a job in New York and he invited Roark to join the company he was working for. Roark also helped Peter on his buildings. Later, Peter became very famous . Peter got a girlfriend and lots of money while Roark was still working hard on his buildings.
 
One day, a man found Roark and wanted Roark to design a House for him. Roark accepted the job. After the House was finished, its photo was published on the top paper but most of the readers still disliked the house that Roark designed. Nevertheless, Roark designed several houses for some people. Gradually he got his own office and got a girlfriend who used to be Peter’s girlfriend. She is the boss’s daughter Dominique. She loves Roark but was later married to Peter. 
 
Just when Roark got famous and very happy, he was asked by another rich man to design a temple. Roark built the temple just like what he thought the temple should look like. After he built that temple, the rich man didn’t like it. He wish to destroy it, but Roark wouldn’t let the man do it because he built that temple his way. Finally Roark was sued to the courthouse and of course the rich men won. The temple was forced to destroy and redesign. Dominique left him and married his classmate Peter. He lost his office and now he had nothing. 
 
Actually I think Roark has a huge ego. He was so self confident that he refused his clients to look at the design before it’s built. He refused to destroy the building he built. In my opinion, only because of this kind of humongous ego, human can invent more things and do more stuff, that is boring but we have no idea it is. We have to accept this kind of ego and encourage this ego but not to restrain this ego because all we have now is born by ego (self confidence).
 
I think this novel also tells us to respect everyone’s thoughts. Even though some one is unique, we shouldn’t control his or her thoughts and speech. We all know that everyone have the rights to speak, but no one have the rights to take it away from anyone. Not even the president of the world.
And one more thing, we should insist our opinions no matter it is right or wrong. It is your opinion. Roark didn’t become famous but he became himself. Only by this we can see that he is different from everyone else. The education only turns us into the same, the same people who do the same things and lead the same life. What are they chasing for the whole life ? Nothing but only death behind the door which we will someday open. What is Roark chasing? His dreams to become an architect and design buildings on his own style.
 
This story tells us three significant things about life: the ego, respect and dreams. The three things are the fountainhead towards a perfect life.
 
 

Fahrenheit 451—Who Burnt Books?
 
I spent the past few days reading this splendid novel by Ray Bradbury. This novel gave me a lot of ideas that I would like to share. But first, let me introduce the story.
 
This story happened sometime in the future, where people common believed they cannot receive happiness from books. Books were considered illegal and nobody had the rights to possess books. The constitution stipulate: all the books should be burnt by firefighters.
 
Guy Montag was a firefighter. He was young and innocent. He enjoyed burning books. He enjoyed watching books turn into ashes. He enjoyed his job until one day he met a girl. That girl was very pale, not just her looks, but also her sprite. She told Montag about the hollowness she felt. She thought there was something missing but she just can’t find it.  Montag knew from her lips that there was a time when books were legal and everyone lived in happiness and felicity.
 
The pale girl disappeared a few days later. Montag changed, He was interested in books, he dealt with books everyday but he never read any of the books. He wondered what might there be in the books. One day, when Montag and his leader Beatty was burning a library, He stole one of the books. Montag violated the law but instead of feeling guilty, he felt indifferent. He hid the book under his pillow and read it everyday.
 
Montag’s obsession on books grew more and more enormous. He stole tons of books from work and hid them in his house. He met a new friend named Faber who was doing exactly the same. 
 
Montag asked Betty why should the books be burnt, Betty said it’s purpose is to bring happiness to all. The population in this country was huge. Therefore there were lots of minorities. Each book could encroach on one minority’s right, and they will be unhappy. So the books should be burnt. Montag find his words unpersuasive.
 
Montag carried on his book hiding. Until one day Beatty found out Montag has been hiding books. Beatty and other firefighters went to Montag’s house and burnt all the books. Beatty told Montag he had been brainwashed by the books. Montag was frustrated. He killed Beatty with the kerosene and the flamethrower. Then made a run from the police.
 
Montag ran, the police chased. Montag jumped into a river and left the city. The bums saved him and offered him some food. The bums were intellectual, they read a lot of books and they are hiding from the police. One of the bums is a artist. He said to Montag: Everyone should leave something to this world, even a painting, a  pair of shoes, but not ashes of books. 
 
A few months later, war broke out. Everything turned into ashes.
 
So, that is the brief introduction of this story and I want to share some of my ideas. 
 
First, no one should ever destroy books, behind each book is the philosophy of the author and years of hard work. Destroying books is disrespectful to the author. On the other hand, books contain many precious ideas, and the ideas should be expressed, it’s their own idea and it should be respected. There are no rights and wrongs.
 
Second, the whole world is changing, the culture is changing. Most people nowadays don’t receive happiness from books any more, we are fascinated by many things around us. Such as social media, pop stars and video games. Books can give us great ideas and the sense of fulfilling. Things around us can give us excitement written in water.  Excitement written in water is the culture nowadays, everything is getting shorter and faster. Such as my article, I condensed a 227 page novel into 400 well enriched words you see before your eyes. If this trend carry on, we might feel the same as the pale girl in the not far away future.
 
Third, I agree with the bum, we should leave something in the world. The one thing about human culture is we are able to create and leave something significative and distinguished. We should leave them as a proof that we were here.
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