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Editorial

This is the first and last editorial for Free State, although we hope that the issue itself is the first of 
many to come. Other than a determinedly international, interdisciplinary approach, we have no 
stance, no programme, no list of themes, and no mission statement.

2

mailto:info.freestate@gmail.com
mailto:info.freestate@gmail.com
mailto:submissions.freestate@gmail.com
mailto:submissions.freestate@gmail.com
http://freestatejournal.wordpress.com
http://freestatejournal.wordpress.com


Contents

4. The Woman King: A Coronation    Sarah Preston

10. The Dismal Science: Poets, Writers and Economics Richard W. Strachan

17. Review       James Stewart

18. These Things Happen     Joel Crombez

21. State of Denial      David Matheson

23. A Bio-lyric: other ways of seeing    Martin MacInnes

31. Your Precious Dead      Truman Buckley

36. Desert        Martin MacInnes

42. Tea With Milk: A Chilean Travelogue   Runar Dahle

3



The Woman King: a Coronation
by Sarah Preston

4



5



6



7



8



9



The Dismal Science: Poets, Writers 
and Economics

by Richard W. Strachan

An old joke, currently doing the rounds on the 
internet: A wealthy tourist stops at a hotel in a 
poor town and lays a £50 note on the desk; he 
wants to inspect the rooms before he commits 
to staying the night. When he goes upstairs, the 
proprietor promptly  picks up the note and runs 
next door to pay his debt to the butcher. The 
butcher takes the note and runs down the street 
to pay his debt to the grocer. The grocer takes 
the note and runs off to pay his debt to the local 
prostitute, who quickly takes the money to the 
hotel so she can pay off her debt for using one 
of his rooms to the proprietor. At this point, the 
wealthy tourist comes downstairs and says he 
won’t be staying; he takes back his money and 
leaves. Everyone’s happy; they’ve all had their 
debts paid.
 If this joke makes you feel just that 
little bit uneasy, and if you can’t quite see how 
one, tangible £50 note can service £200 worth 
of debt (it feels too much like a problem in a 
school maths exam, when you’re rapidly 
running out of time), then you join the serried 
ranks of ordinary  taxpayers who find 
themselves having to consider the baffling 
byways of macroeconomics, where no one 
seems to be able to explain what’s going on, or 
how it can be fixed.

Before the 2008 financial crisis, few lay  people 
would have been completely au fait with terms 
such as “quantitative easing” or “subprime 
mortgages”. Unless you or your business had 
experienced one, it was unlikely that the 
average person could say  exactly what a 
“liquidity crisis” was. What are “toxic assets”, 
and how can you avoid them? What does the 
bond market really do? Where is it, and why 
are governments so terrified of its stern and 
apparently  irreversible judgement that they will 
do anything to placate it? There was one word 

that everyone could comfortably define though, 
primarily  because it had been the effective 
motor of the British economy for the last 30 
years, and because everyone would be 
experiencing a lot more of it in the near future - 
that word, of course, was “debt”.
 Moments of crisis generate their own 
abstruse vocabulary, seemingly interpretable 
only by the experts, but these moments also lay 
themselves open to the opinions, schemes and 
ideas of amateurs. When a crisis affects 
everyone, then everyone has a legitimate right 
to voice their opinion on the matter. And if the 
so-cal led experts have been broadly 
responsible for the crisis in the first  place, then 
why should they be relied upon to fix it?
 During the periodic spasms and 
collapses of western industrial capitalism from 
the end of the 19th century  to the Second 
World War, the field of economics (in Britain, 
particularly) was strangely populated by 
writers, artists and poets, what Leon Surette 
terms the “aesthetic” branch of economic 
reform theory. If economics was transparently 
less of a science than an art, then who better 
placed than artists to reform it? GK Chesterton 
and Hilaire Belloc, Ezra Pound and Hugh 
MacDiarmid, all took their cue from earlier 
theorists and reformers like Thomas Carlyle, 
John Ruskin and William Morris. Their 
reformist inclinations were, by  definition, 
radical (because to affirm the status quo would 
be inherently  conservative), and although 
inexperience and idiosyncrasy would lead them 
in unusual and even unsavoury directions, at 
the root of their theories was a profound 
disgust at the way the modern economic state 
treated the vast bulk of people who were 
condemned to live in it. All were concerned 
with the physical and spiritual degradation 
ordinary  people suffered in such a system, and 
the inherent inequalities of an economic order 
that was designed to make a very few people 
extremely rich at the expense of the majority.
 In this period, no critique was more 
celebrated (or more feared) than that  of Karl 
Marx, but I want to focus here on the less 
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prominent exponents of economic reform, 
those whose ideas remained on the fringe and 
were never tested in the crucible of revolution. 
These were ideas that differed significantly 
from the Marxian idea of collective ownership 
as a cure for the inequalities of capitalism. 
Indeed, for some of these writers, collective 
ownership was as insidious an evil as 
ownership by the few.

The whimsy of Chesterton and the cold satire 
of Belloc might seem mutually exclusive, as 
repellant to each other as the opposing poles of 
two magnets, but these two Edwardian titans 
were so close, as friends and literary fellow 
travelers, that George Bernard Shaw referred to 
them, not ent i rely  affect ionately, as 
“Chesterbelloc”. Chesterton was effortlessly 
eccentric, addicted to paradox and humane 
irony in his work, whereas Belloc’s more 
robust political interests fueled his career as a 
satirist, poet and pamphleteer. Together they 
refined and popularised the concept of 
Distributism, a theory of economic reform that 
drew on the medievalism of Carlyle and 
Ruskin, and in a more subdued way on the 
inheritance of pre-Reformation Catholicism. 
Far from being a historical curiosity, aspects of 
Distributism, as we shall see, are finding their 
way into government policy today.
 For Belloc, the two main economic 
alternatives at the time - capitalism and 
socialism - would both lead to what he termed 
the “servile state”, where labour would be 
enforced by  positive law. Capitalism 
concentrated control of the means of 
production in the hands of the few, and 
Socialism concentrated it in the hands of 
unaccountable political officers, supposedly 
representing the collective. Distributism, 
however, would strike at the root cause of 
social and economic inequality - the inability 
of the poor to accumulate property, and to 
purchase themselves a degree of economic 
freedom.
 Belloc traced an alternate history  of 
capitalism’s ascendancy  in his book The 
Servile State (1912) to explain why so many 

people had been economically disenfranchised. 
At the time of his writing, industrialisation and 
the rise of capitalism were seen to have 
progressed hand in hand, although it was more 
of a chicken-or-the-egg question to determine 
which was responsible for which. Belloc 
scorned this idea, and placed his starting point 
much further back, in the Reformation. He also 
outlined a theory of European economic and 
social development that had at its core the 
crucial assertion that the “Distributist State” 
was not idle fancy, but something that had 
actually existed in the continent’s medieval 
past. In the pre-Christian classical period, the 
original motor of the European economy had 
been slavery. It  was only with what Belloc 
terms the “experiment” of the Christian Church 
that the institution came to an end (in terms of 
Europeans enslaving Europeans), and when a 
discourse about its morality became possible. 
From this, slavery became serfdom, and 
serfdom, as Europe approached the middle 
ages, gradually morphed through the 
development of land rights and workers guilds, 
into something approximating a distributist 
economy.
 For Belloc and Chesterton, taking their 
cue from Ruskin, guilds were talismanic 
examples of the Distributist  state in action. Not 
collectivist, they still safeguarded the division 
of property so no one sector of the community 
could accumulate more than their due. The 
guild workman owns his own physical tools 
(the means of production) but operates in a 
carefully  regulated community  of labour. That 
the guild system eventually decayed was not 
inevitable, or a part of natural economic 
progress; to Chesterton it was simple murder, 
with the guilds broken up by  warrant for their 
money. Medievalism and the European middle 
ages were not held up by these two writers as 
golden ideals, but as concrete realities. Those 
who, like the socialists, aimed at  untested 
abstracts were ignoring what had actually 
existed in the past, before the advent of 
capitalism, and as such were unable to learn 
the lessons of history. What Chesterton disliked 
about socialism was not that it would 
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revolutionise commerce, but that  it would 
leave it broadly  the same. If other reformers 
would effectively maintain the status quo of 
industrial production, Distributism would 
recast it entirely.  Belloc dated the decline 
of medieval-style distributism and the rise of 
capitalism to a point much earlier than the 
Industrial Revolution. The problem began, he 
believed, in the 16th century, when the 
Reformation broke the unifying presence of the 
Catholic Church and when, in England, the 
dissolution of the monasteries transferred 
monastic land wealth to an already wealthy 
class of land-owners. Whereas church rents had 
been customary, landowner rents became 
competitive. By extorting as much money as 
possible from their tenants, this oligarchy 
became more powerful while the peasantry 
became more impoverished. It was in this 
social and economic soil that industrialisation 
became possible.
 If the amelioration of capitalism’s ills 
was to come through what  Chesterton termed 
“Peasant Proprietorship” and Belloc the 
“restoration of property”, Belloc was at least 
honest enough to admit that a restructuring on 
this scale was effectively impossible. A 
revolution was certainly  necessary, but it 
would have to be a revolution in social 
perceptions - “We cannot make owners by 
merely giving men something to own.” At the 
same time, the powers of the state through 
positive legislation would be needed to 
inculcate any wider change. Prohibitive taxes 
would have to be deployed against large 
businesses to prevent them becoming 
monopolistic, and the money gathered through 
these taxes could be used to foster corporate 
credit in resurrected guilds. Increasing capital 
tax rather than income tax, enforcing laws that 
artificially support the small artisan business, 
establishing credit unions and co-operatives to 
the detriment of the banks ... All of this would 
require adamantine political will, the crushing 
of vested interests, and quite probably the 
circumventing of an ingrained popular opinion. 
Change, Belloc knew, would only ever be 
possible on the smallest scale, if that. 

Education would have to come before 
revolution.

Distributism aimed at  the restructuring of 
society through the equitable redistribution of 
property, but for such a radical manifesto it had 
quite affable adherents. The avuncular 
Chesterton, and the more mercurial Belloc, 
were not firebrands or wild-eyed anarchists, 
nor even like the cold logician of Conrad’s The 
Secret Agent, who would transform society 
through the clinical use of violence. If 
economic reform movements had a habit of 
attracting artists and eccentrics towards them, 
those who were drawn to Distributism seemed 
perfectly  harmless as human beings, and 
perfectly  rational as thinkers. Social Credit on 
the other hand, a reform theory  that was on the 
surface far less radical than Distributism and 
which actual ly skir ted the edges of 
respectability  (John Maynard Keynes was, to a 
small degree, influenced by  it), drew into its 
orbit an extraordinary cast of literary misfits 
and disaffected poets. One of them in particular 
was to fall into an abyss of prejudice and 
delusion.
 Social Credit was developed into a 
(semi) coherent theory by a British Army 
major, Clifford Hugh Douglas. Douglas had 
noticed something in factory production that he 
believed pointed to a central flaw in the 
organisation of the industrial economy. The 
total cost  of wages and salaries paid out to 
workers and management in a factory  was 
always far less than the total cost of what the 
factory produced. According to conventional 
economic theory at the time, this should have 
been impossible because all costs were at the 
same time distributed throughout society as 
general purchasing power. Initially, Douglas 
believed that this structural error, a form of 
“underconsumpt ionism”, was due to 
fundamental failures in the way the economy’s 
books were balanced. It could be rectified by 
paying out  a National Dividend, and by 
maintaining strict  price controls (“Just Price”) 
to guard against inflation. 
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 Douglas’s theories attracted flakes and 
eccentrics like Alfred Orage, dabbler in the 
occult and editor of The New Age, as well as 
the increasingly unstable Ezra Pound. One of 
the greatest figures of 20th century  modernism, 
Pound was by  the 1930s groping about for 
theories to explain the decline of western 
society and culture, on a quest that had already 
led him towards Italian fascism. What appealed 
most to Pound about Social Credit, quite apart 
from the fact that it seemed to have a scientific 
basis, was precisely that it was not violent or 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y . D e s p i t e h i s e p i c 
cosmopolitanism, Pound was still a midwestern 
American conservative at heart; with Social 
Credit, no one had to be killed, and little had to 
be overturned. Pound also adapted the theory 
to call for a decrease in the number of working 
hours, which in turn would decrease 
unemployment. There would be no need to cut 
wages because of the essentially illusory  nature 
of credit - wages could be maintained at 
essentially  the same level by fiat, and even if 
they  were not, prices would always adjust 
themselves to the median purchasing power of 
the populace. This seeming magic bullet of a 
theory, equitable and humane, attracted poets 
like Hugh MacDiarmid as well, who skewed 
his praise of Douglas and Orage in poems like 
“Song of the New Economics” towards his 
usual nationalist pre-occupations. 
 Social Credit also attempted to address 
the operation of the banking industry. Douglas 
believed that the credit lent out by banks, 
because it was based on the interest of initial 
deposits, properly belonged to the citizens of 
the nation. Bank profits were no longer based 
on precious metals, but on the interest accrued 
from the issue of Treasury bonds; these profits 
should properly belong to the state. Douglas 
wanted to see private banks abolished (it 
should be noted here that until comparatively 
recently, all banks were private. The Bank of 
England was not nationalised until 1946), and 
money  to be lent without interest by  the state. 
Whereas Marx thought scarcity could be 
solved by political action and revolution, for 
the Social Creditors it could be abolished 

altogether through better management.
 This idea that an ill-managed economy 
was responsible for scarcity and periodic 
collapses in purchasing power soon tapped into 
an ever-present European undercurrent of 
antisemitism, however. Where one person saw 
bad management , another could see 
conspiracy, and where usury (the lending of 
money  at interest) was the problem, it did not 
take long for people like Douglas and Pound to 
finger the usual suspects - the Jews.
 Pound’s long decline into antisemitism 
and a rambling hero-worship of Mussolini is 
sad and depressing, and explainable in part 
because of the sheer incoherence of the 
economic theories he was imbibing. A strange 
brew of Social Credit, fascist corporatism, even 
the Rooseveltian New Deal and Keynesian 
public works, his confusion was compounded 
by his inability  to properly  explain himself. 
When friends and correspondents failed to 
understand him, Pound’s latent paranoia 
interpreted it as a conspiracy. At its base was 
perhaps his concern for his metier. It was 
inconceivable to Pound that poets and artists 
were forced to rely  on the market to support 
themselves. If high art  was eminently 
affordable in a comparatively  impoverished 
society in the 15th and 16th centuries, then 
why was it not as affordable in a society as 
wealthy as the 20th? Pound’s fascism and 
racism is inexcusable, but  his motivations were 
basically  humane. In his ABC of Economics 
(1933), he decried “An economic system in 
which it is more profitable to make guns to 
blow men to pieces than to grow grain or make 
useful machinery”.
 Social Credit as an applicable theory 
had only one notable success, when a Social 
Credit Party was voted into local government 
in Alberta, Canada, in 1935. It maintained a 
degree of power while watering down its 
Social Credit credentials until 1971. The theory 
was official Scottish National Party  policy  until 
the 1960s, although by this point it  had become 
even more marginal on the far right and the far 
left. Hilaire Belloc had always dismissed it 
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because i t was concerned only  with 
redistributing income rather than physical 
property. Pound’s descent, his arrest for 
treason, his incarceration in a mental institution 
after the war, all seemed to point to the 
inherent dangers of mercurial, creative figures 
involving themselves in global problems of 
extreme complexity that they did not fully 
understand.

Politics, in the virulent forms of nationalism 
and fascism, spurred on MacDiarmid and 
Pound in their obsessions. For Belloc and 
Chesterton, and with perhaps a more 
significant legacy, it was religion. Belloc’s 
assertion that the Reformation had fired the 
starting gun in the development of capitalism 
and the “servile state” was not mere rhetoric - 
he was a genuine proselytiser for the unifying 
reach of the Catholic Church as a bulwark 
against dehumanising industrialism. In Belloc’s 
terms, it was the Church that had helped birth a 
balanced and mutually supportive guild-based 
economy, and it was the Church that, through 
its offer of a transcendent world, placed a more 
equitable truth in front of base materialism. 
Chesterton, also a Catholic idealist, believed 
that Church had been pulled apart before it had 
had the chance to pull Europe together, but at 
its core, inimical to capitalism, was the trace of 
a positive creed that upheld the equality and 
unity  of men. (No matter the epochal crimes of 
the Catholic Church, before, during and after 
the period in question: for Chesterton, the 
failures of the corporeal body did not diminish 
the transcendent ideal. “The Christian ideal,” 
he wrote, in What’s Wrong With the World?, 
“has not been tried and found wanting. It has 
been found difficult, and left untried.”)
 Distributism might have been no more 
than a footnote in the history of pre-war 
English literature if the notion of a Catholic-
inspired communitarianism was not also 
asserting itself in the wilder reaches of 
government policy today. The intellectual 
underpinning of David Cameron’s so-called 
“Big Society” (a concept which, to most 
commentators and even to most politicians, 

seems as nebulous as the name sounds vague) 
comes directly from Belloc and Chesterton, 
transmitted through the writings of Phillip 
Blond. A theology and philosophy lecturer at 
an obscure, provincial English university, 
Blond elbowed his way into mainstream 
political consciousness through an article in 
Prospect magazine, subsequently expanded 
into a book, delineating the idea of the “Red 
Tory”. Seeking to align Cameron’s party  with 
older, Disraelian “One Nation” conservatism, 
Blond specifically draws on the distributist 
writings of Belloc and Chesterton to lambast 
both the rampant individualism of the free 
market right, and the state-directed corporatism 
and social permissiveness of the left. Both, in 
Blond’s thesis, have been disastrous for 
modern Britain. Only a distribution of property, 
the encouragement of co-operatives, and the 
mutualisation of the public and private sector, 
can turn the economy and British society 
around. Hidden at the core of Blond’s ideas, 
o c c a s i o n a l l y p e e k i n g o u t t o s t a r e 
disapprovingly at promiscuity and moral 
relativism, is a lament for what he sees as the 
declining role of the Church, and its lost power 
as a unifying, classless force. Now director of 
the influential ResPublica think tank, Blond 
recently  fronted a short series on BBC Radio 4 
extolling the virtues of monarchism, the House 
of Lords, and the Church, as unifying 
institutions that can sit above the marketised 
demands of party politics and guarantee the 
rights of the people, precisely  because they  are 
free from a popular vote. The monarch, for 
Hilaire Belloc, could be a “moderator and 
preserver of freedom”, and a more egalitarian 
guarantor of power than an elected oligarchy. 
Whatever your politics, Blond is surely correct 
when he claims that there are now only two 
powers in the nation - the state and the 
marketplace - and that much of what 
galvanised and sustained civil society  in the 
past has been utterly destroyed.
 It might point to their viability as a 
plausible economic alternative, but Blond’s 
Distributist-inspired ideas have been far too 
radical for the Conservatives to adopt in 
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anything but the most token manner. For 
example, in a recent article for The Guardian 
about the disastrous plan to sell off publicly-
owned woodlands and forests, George Monbiot 
dismissed the redundant notion that there are 
only two models of ownership for public 
resources, but attacked the government's 
unwillingness to put any money behind their 
claims that this would empower local 
communities and give them unprecedented 
responsibility for their management. As 
Monbiot is surely right to ask, why should a 
public resource be sold off to the very public 
who are supposed to “own” it  in the first place, 
especially when the prices charged are far 
outside the budget of any community group, 
and affordable only by large private 
businesses? This is less Distributism than it is 
naked privatisation; if we were to take the 
government's rhetoric sincerely, then control of 
the budgets for public services and resources 
would be simply given to community groups, 
not sold off for profit.
 The Conservatives do not have the 
monopoly  over the Distributist legacy though - 
the Child Trust Funds set up by Gordon Brown 
are a classic example of how a relatively small 
level of state expenditure can be used to not 
just subsidise poverty  or partially increase 
purchasing power, but, on a generational level, 
help recapitalise the poor and give them access 
to a degree of economic autonomy. Typically 
though, with a myopia that characterises every 
point of the political spectrum, the Coalition 
government has slashed drastically  the level of 
money  paid out to set up these Trust Funds, to 
the point where they’re barely worth the effort.

It might seem unusual for poets and writers to 
have involved themselves to such an extent 
with economics. We are conditioned to believe 
that art and science should not mix, are binary 
opposites representing wholly different aspects 
of human thought and creativity. Few would 
look askance, say, at a physicist who composed 
sonnets in his spare time, but  it still seems 
somehow antithetical for a poet to concern 
himself with abstruse theories about inflation 

and credit, and to work so tirelessly in the 
quest for the smooth and equitable running of 
the economy.
 It helps to remember that economics is 
not in the least a science. If by “science” you 
mean the experimental method, where a 
hypothesis can be tested and verified in exactly 
repeatable conditions, then economics falls 
very far short of the definition. There are too 
many human variables for a start, and no 
clinical lab where the theories can be tried out 
in advance.
 Not quite a science, and by no means 
an art, economics in this period could be seen 
as something almost akin to a philosophy, or a 
belief system. John Maynard Keynes, the 
greatest economist of the 20th century, 
consciously  acknowledged this when he used 
terms such as “orthodox” and “heretic” when 
discussing previously dominant theoretical 
models. As such, and with men like Ezra 
Pound not satisfied with being mere 
unacknowledged legislators of mankind (WH 
Auden always said that Shelley’s famous 
description of the poet sounded more 
applicable to the secret policeman), economics 
seemed as valid a field of human activity for 
analysis as any  other. Social Credit and 
Distributism reflected the Marxist insight that 
the way in which we produce goods affects the 
way in which our society is structured. 
Economic production gives the flavour to 
society  and culture - if the economy is 
fundamentally competitive and tends to 
monopoly, then that’s what society  will be like 
too. Pound, Chesterton, Belloc, all accepted 
this insight, that competition gives focus at the 
expense of depth. United by a horror of the 
monopolistic and degrading effects of 
capitalism, genuinely passionate for some form 
of social improvement, these writers threw 
themselves into a sea of muddy water that even 
the experts could not see through clearly.
 Understood on these terms, and because 
it has a clear ethical dimension, economics has 
always proved irresistible to those outside the 
academy. Alterations can be made in structures 
that are at once very  deep and extraordinarily 
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fragile, and these writers and poets seized on 
the idea that  to reform the economic base was 
to reform society and culture itself. If the 2008 
crisis pulled back the curtain on the essentially 
illusory  nature of money and finance, everyone 

affected was suddenly given a crash course in 
economics: economics, it  became clear, was far 
too important to be left  to the economists or the 
politicians. Or, for that matter, to the poets.
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Review

by James Stewart

I'm not fond of the self-referential so it doesn't 
bode very well for this review.  But perhaps I 
should keep an open mind and forge ahead.  
T h e o p e n i n g o f t h i s r e v i e w s e e m s 
counterintuitive given that  the author has 
embarked on such a task but just because 
something doesn't entirely  make sense does not 
mean it is of no merit.

The best reviews draw the reader in and engage 
from the first few words but that does not 
appear to be the case here and a lacklustre 
opening hampers what is to follow.  For quite a 
long time the reader is disoriented and has no 
idea what is actually going on until the moment 
when it is explicitly stated that this review 
reviews itself.  This, to my mind, is clumsy and 
could have been handled much more subtly 
and with greater care.

Once we're over the bumpy opening salvo the 
review founders somewhat.  It doesn't really 
know where to go and you can almost feel the 
author struggling and grasping and reaching 
and clawing for any way out of a sentence.  
Then inspiration seems to strike as the author 
involves himself further.  We learn that he may 
be in the midst of an existential crisis and 
suddenly there is intrigue and a question of 
who he is or isn't.  As we delve deeper we find 
that his current attempt at a creative career was 
spawned from years of unhappiness studying 
mathematical physics.  In a bid to appear 
humourous the author claims to have found it 
difficult to integrate into normal society, he 
couldn't differentiate the right choice from 
wrong and went down a highly derivative 
route, giving himself red highlights in his hair 
to make a statement, to represent his passion 
and drive for actual creative thought.  

They turned orange and faded.

This more jokey section is at odds with the rest 
of the piece but  perhaps serves to lighten the 
self indulgent and ponderous tone prevalent 
throughout.  It does require some slightly 
esoteric knowledge on the part of the reader 
and so may not be for everyone.  Or for anyone 
except the author.

And herein lies the problem with this piece.  
Who might the intended audience be?  Well, 
you, whoever you are.  Yes, you, don't think 
you can escape mention in this tortuous 
tautology, you're part of it all.  This article is 
something created from nothing, a spiral of 
noise circling a dark and transient void, 
observed and thus extant.  Without you, these 
467 words mean nothing, and that may also be 
the case with you, but at least this review 
strives for a rousing and worthwhile finale, an 
ending perhaps unexpected from the flippant 
beginning.  This article begins with a lie in the 
first seven words and ends just about here.

*** (3 stars)
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These Things Happen
by Joel Crombez

He is of a certain age. Childless. Wifeless? 
Alone now, certainly, regardless if one had 
been in the picture at some point. Perhaps, yes, 
we’ll give him a plant on the desk which 
provides moral support, some(one/thing) to 
talk to.

Books, there are most definitely  books. Stacks 
of them. Shelves buried three deep, enough 
dust to knit a sweater. Where the shelves have 
exceeded capacity, the floor has taken over. 
Once upon… he read them all.

Is that a signed copy of a Simenon on the 
bottom stack? Sitting on the floor? Didn’t he 
once care about such things, even to the point 
of obsession? The sign that he is past caring is 
that more than once the thought has crossed his 
mind to see their worth. Surely a bottle of 
brandy is worth more at this point than a 
signed Simenon?

Implications of the word certain? Is this to 
imply that his age is beyond which the 
numbers matter. Past the age of starting a 
family. Nearing Social Security? Has he paid 
into the SS? Was it his granddaddy, his pappy, 
or maybe even he himself who fought against 
those initials? Would he be a prickly republican 
set in his ways, or align with the leftist beat 
like so many of his contemporaries?

There is a photo on the desk, only  the fringe is 
visible, hidden mostly, behind an old 
typewriter. There hasn’t been ink in the spool 
or fresh white sheets making turns in nearly a 
decade. His last having been found in the 
bargain bin with a $1.99 sticker. Reduced to 
that? Was he never that good or have they 
simply forgotten?

“Literature will live again,” he drunkenly 
declared at the last publishing house party  he 
attended more than a decade ago. Incidentally 
it was the last he had received an invitation to.  
How is it that  it took him this long to realize 
the connection? These things happen. They 
want the previous generation to slip quietly 
into the deep dark night, or some such trite 
bullshit. 

Surely a member of the old New Left. He once 
shook hands with David Dellinger. Once wrote 
a personalized inscription in his latest for 
Bobby Kennedy. At Bobby’s request.

David Dellinger. Bobby Kennedy…

Tells often the story  of how he shared a bottle 
of whiskey with Kerouac on the grass in front 
of a gas station near Boulder, Colorado. 
Respect, melting to feigned interest, to a mere 
“yes, so you’ve said.” Doubt creeps in. Did he 
make the story  up? He’s told it so many times 
it has to be true, he was there around that time, 
but hazy now, unsure, childlike.

When was the last time he showered? He 
hasn’t left his house in days. There is a pot of 
two day old coffee on the stove, he heats it as 
he wants it. A reason to be frugal now, no sense 
in waste. Like with the hot water needed for a 
shower, or is it for some other reason? It’s out 
of laziness he tells himself. Not that he simply 
forgets. Please not that.

Once made love to a woman who made love to 
Charlie Chaplin. She was his senior, he was 
always proud of that, but didn’t recount the 
story to anyone. Why? Discretion? Or was this 
too a fantasy  dreamed up one afternoon at  the 
typewriter during that period when the Old 
Fashions came after the second cup of coffee. 
After the first?

He is certain that he once met Picasso. The 
picture on the desk proves this, although he 
himself does not so much remember the 
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meeting or how he ended up at the painter’s 
studio. He does recall unsuccessfully trying to 
seduce one of Warhol’s leeches, he thinks it 
was the one who was involved with Dylan. 

He only ran with the artist  crowd for about the 
time it takes to down two fingers worth of 
scotch. They  were too dramatic, too sensitive. 
The beats were more to his liking, but they had 
the nasty habit of having too many habits. It 
was in seclusion that his best work was done. 
Writing by the bottle and not remembering any 
of it the following day. Fevered nights and 
sweaty days, Rick Derringer and the Albinos 
spinning on the turntable; laying down buttery 
sounds to his pancake words.

The plant on his desk is dead. Lazy or 
forgotten? He prays for lazy, although fears the 
latter is taking over. 

Does he regret not having children? What a 
novel concept to think of now that the eggs are 
longer than the rooster. Who will find him? 
Does his publisher have enough faith that he 
can suck a dollar out of a reprint for nostalgia’s 
sake?

He got a letter in the mail. The last one came 
God only knows. Do people still write letters? 
Has this concept  died too, like all his novels, 
just an idea in a bin somewhere? Thrown away 
and forgotten, sold at garage sales and donated 
to third world literacy  programs. Maybe he’ll 
have a resurgence in Uganda in a decade’s 
time, he and Oakley Hall.

Maybe it was that dinner party, the one where 
he sneezed so hard he shat himself. That was a 
bit of an embarrassment. But he had been 
discreet and didn’t think anyone noticed his 
crabwalk escape. Sphincters and mental 
capacities loosen with time. Perhaps the back-
stabbing host had spread the story and sullied 
his reputation without it getting back to him. 
These things happen. 

One’s idols must never be sullied with soiled 
undergarments, but surely  even James had a 
bad experience after a night of too much 
cooking sherry. Maybe that is a stretch, the old 
so-and-so would have been so mortified he 
would have gone all hari-kari.

In all of literature has there ever been a 
forgivable instant of the old being old? Deep 
down he despises them, like an anti-semitic 
Jew, or a Negro like Bill Cosby. These things 
happen.

The mirror above his bathroom is shattered. 
When did this happen? Is it related to the cut 
not two weeks old on his hand? To wrinkle that 
which shows wrinkles. 

He was accused once of plagiarizing Markson, 
the man with the erection for Lowry, to which 
he responded: “Who?”

During Vietnam, he moved to Canada. There 
may have been a lot of hashish smoking during 
this period. When was the last time he smoked 
hashish? Should he wish to, one last time, how 
does one go about acquiring it now, and how 
much does it cost? Can he even still roll a 
joint?

He has not submitted his latest manuscript to 
the publisher, although it has been done for a 
decade, sitting in a drawer and neatly tied up 
with string like a bakery cake. They  called 
once or twice but not with the persistence they 
used to, so let them wait, he thinks. Now he 
wonders if he has waited too long, past the 
point where people would be intrigued by  the 
long wait. Maybe this one should be post-
mortem? A found masterpiece.

It was Lacy O’Malley he last smoked with. 
Incidentally this may have been the last time he 
had knowledge of a female, in the carnal sense. 
What ever happened to that old broad? Is it his 
use of the word broad to describe a female that 
shows his lack of connection with this 
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generation, thus his age and the applicable use 
of the word: certain?

Lacy O’Malley.

Wait. Is there a faint memory of paying for the 
last time? Is he the kind of man who would pay 
for intercourse? Didn’t  he once respect the 
aims and goals of the feminist movement? 
Didn’t he also once casually say that  he 
thought Simone de Beauvoir just needed a 
good dicking? Wasn’t it  at a wedding? Was he 
at a table with the bride’s family?

He eats every day  at a café down the street. 
There is a waitress named Judy, or maybe 
Cindy. He remembers writing an essay entitled 
“The Waitress as Post-Modern Whore,” written 
while drinking an Americano at the café; it  was 
rejected for publication. Eleanor?

Family: none. Money: disappearing. Testicles: 
sagging. Drink: stiff. At least  that is one thing 
he can still make stiff if he wants to. 

He takes vitamins, and heart medication. They 
told him to lay off the booze, they make more 
money  if he lasts a bit longer. Do we honestly 
think the plant, now deceased, is a comfort on 
the same level as bourbon?

Shall he send the manuscript in for 
publication? Is it valid, will it  help literature 
live again? Can it compete with these novels he 
hears about in the Times; novels about 
ambiguous bloodsucking fairies who wear tight 
pants? These are the concerns he has. Will they 
reject it  and demand the advance back? Have 
they forgotten about the advance?

The advance is gone. The bourbon is gone. The 
plant is dead. It is just the towers of books and 
dust, the empty type writer, and a locked 
drawer with a possibly  brilliant manuscript. 
The letter is unopened still. When will they 
find him? When the next rent check is past 
due?

These things happen.

20



State of Denial: The Catholic Church 
and International Law

by David Matheson

‘The Christian believer is a simple person: 
bishops should protect the faith of their little 
people against the power of intellectuals’

Joseph Ratzinger

The twin conceptual poles of international law 
- what Martii Koskenniemi famously  termed 
apology  and utopia – have been the source of 
much tension since the inception of the 
international legal project. The former sees 
international law as a façade behind which the 
wheels of global diplomacy are greased and 
powerful States set the agenda; the latter sees 
international law as a commitment to a set of 
moral standards that are considered so 
entrenched in progressive human values that no 
derogation is permitted from them (what  in 
normative terms international lawyers refer to 
as jus cogens, or ‘compelling law’ – of which 
crimes against  humanity is one example) that 
should be enforced whenever it is in our power 
to do so. 
 There is perhaps no better example of 
this tension than the prohibition of the use of 
force by States, set out in Article 2 (4) of the 
United Nations Charter. Gunshots have been 
heard since 1945; yet  the invasion of Iraq in 
2003 was not done on the basis that the United 
States was not bound by the United Nations 
Security Council, but rather that it already  had 
authority by virtue of the Resolution that gave 
legal legitimacy  to Operation Desert  Storm in 
1991. The very fact that States feel compelled 
to justify  their behaviour, however spuriously, 
by reference to international law at least 
suggests it still has some teeth. International 
law is perhaps best  viewed as a pendulum 
between apology and utopia, sometimes 
swinging closer to one side than the other. 
Some events offer an opportunity for 

perspective on which side its momentum 
currently favours. 
 The Case of the Pope, the subject of a 
recent Penguin Special by Geoffrey Robertson 
QC, is an interesting one not only from the 
perspective of Ratzinger’s alleged offences, but 
because it provokes fundamental questions 
about the international legal system. The extra 
walls that arcane Canon law – and the physical 
ones of the Vatican - erect around the case add 
further layers of complexity. Reflected too is a 
mirror image of international law’s struggle 
between ideal utopia and realpolitik. At the 
rotten core of this Papal chamber drama is 
child-rape, and the question of which details 
lay  unreported to judicial authorities during 
Ratzinger’s tenure as head of the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of Faith (CDF). Thus the 
complex waves and deep currents of Catholic 
faith crash upon and pull against  secular 
international law, in particular the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, which the Holy See 
has ratified.
 Ratifying a Convention allows the 
Ratifying ‘State’ (which Robertson claims the 
Vatican is not, being, inter alia, ‘smaller than 
Disneyland’) to make reservations to its 
provisions which will change the legal effect of 
that Treaty. One such reservation is that the 
Convention will be compatible with the 
‘sources of [The Vatican’s] objective law’, the 
main source of which is Canon Law. What it 
could not derogate from was the obligation to 
place the best  interests of the child before all 
else when actions take place in an institutional 
setting. In the context of child sex abuse there 
are clear provisions in the Convention that 
these should be reported to the judiciary  when 
appropriate. The voluminous child abuse and 
rape in the Catholic church needs no further 
comment. The Holy See, however, insists that 
it has inherent authority, based on its 
foundation by  Jesus Christ, to deal with priests 
who have abused children in their autonomous 
legal system and simply urging them to ‘lead 
authentic Christian lives’. Fr Marcial Maciel, a 
drug-using, bigamist, paedophile who sexually 
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abused children of whom he was the (secret) 
biological father and forced other young boys 
to masturbate him, was reported to the CDF 
under Ratzinger in 1998. No action was taken 
at the time. This is not the protection envisaged 
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.
In other words, priests can be ‘absolved’ of 
child rape in secret if they  say, for example, the 
requisite prayer. It  is this policy  of pontifical 
secrecy that Father Hans Kung described as a 
‘world-wide system of covering up cases of 
sexual crimes…engineered by the CDF under 
Cardinal Ratzinger’ between 1981 and 2005 
and with a modus operandi of avoiding scandal 
rather than seeking judicial redress for victims 
of abuse. Belief in supernatural forgiveness is a 
mere apology to power when held against the 
utopia that serious crimes, committed on a 
large scale and over a long period of time, do 
not go unpunished.
 There is no doubt that Ratzinger has 
been forced to address the scandal of the 
Church. He has publicly asked for forgiveness 
for what was, undeniably, a sin. Yet there is an 
entirely  separate criminal dimension to what 
took place when he was head of the CDF. If 
one categorises systematic child abuse as a 
crime against humanity, as Robertson does 
( a n d w h i c h , t o d i s p e l a c o m m o n 
misconception, need not be committed during 
wartime), this gives domestic courts universal 
jurisdiction under international law. Crimes 
against humanity explicitly include rape and 
sexual slavery (Article 7 of the statute of the 
International Criminal Court) of an endemic 
c h a r a c t e r . R a t z i n g e r ’ s ‘ c o m m a n d 
responsibility’ while head of the CDF could, it 
is argued, attract liability through negligent 
supervision and failure to report to competent 
authorities.
 This is a complex matter, but there are 
certain incontrovertible facts; that thousands of 
children have been abused by the clergy, and 
those that carried out such abuse were 
harboured by the church and under the 
jurisdiction of a canon law that rarely 
punished. The Janus-faced nature of the 
Church, its admirable charity work on one side, 

its show-trials on the other, cloud the issue. Yet 
the proposition, that the Vatican does not have  
the authority  to disappear priests from the 
criminal justice systems of the countries in 
which they  reside, is a simple one. Roberston 
makes a compelling argument, but it is one 
unmistakably  located in Utopia no matter its 
legal force. There is no political will, yet ample 
legal muscle. There is only apology, 
forgiveness; and the pendulum swings slowly, 
from principles to politics. It is heartening to 
know, however, tha t ‘ the power o f 
intellectuals’ is willing at  least to exert the 
smallest force, to reverse the direction and 
redress the wrongs done in the name of men 
addicted not just to power, but to its abuses.
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A Bio-lyric: other ways of seeing1

by Martin MacInnes

There are many ways to document life. The 
biologist can be as creatively  interested in 
origins and abyss, transience and eternity as the 
novelist is.  At either extreme, the naturalist  is 
a silent and egoless figure folded into the 
zoology  text, dissipated in the world, while the 
poet broadcasts the limited view from his 
bedroom.  The infuriating fact  is the scarcity  of 
their meetings.  I'm going to review trends and 
findings in modern biology writing and 
promote the creative potential latent in these 
perspectives, starting with psychological 
implications suggested by the age of the earth. 

The earth has been present 22,500 times longer 
than the period humans have existed on it.  Our 
fraction of planetary time directly  matches the 
temporal significance of one day in the average 
human lifespan of 67 years.  
 These terms are unstable.  Radiometric 
age dating puts the earth at 4.57 billion years 
old, but at what stage in its development did 
the ea r th become i t se l f , the ea r th?  
Anatomically modern humans are said to have 
been present for 200,000 years, 'behaviourally 
modern' humans 50,000. (Arbitrarily  I used 

200,000 for the above comparison.)  What is a 
non-modern human?  There is no consensus on 
the crucial stage or step that birthed the species 
homo-sapiens2.  We are not a single leap.  The 
symbiotic development of language and brain 
and the related growth of the features 
necessary  to produce diverse vocal sound, 
added to the change in arboreal behaviour 
associated with the rising of the quadruped 
body, suggest a process spread over a long 
period.  Hominid form and behaviour - 
including tool and weapon use and the 
discovery  and cultivation of fire - developed 
across four million years.  It is possible that our 
a n c e s t o r s e x t e r m i n a t e d s i m i l a r 
contemporaneous hominid species.  They 
certainly interbred.  Homo sapiens emerged as 
have all other naturally occurring species as 
staggered drifts of creation in almost unlimited 
time.  It  is difficult to conceive of these 
stretches.  Part of the appeal of ocean and 
wilderness is in the glimpse of atemporal space 
and what may appear silence.  But this is only 
silence of the world, not silence of the earth.
 'World' is a compound of the old 
English 'wer' (man) and 'eld' (age) - 'the age of 
man'.  This implies a humble perspective: the 
world as a stage upon the earth.  What is 
nature?  Creation necessarily un-asked for, 
matter essentially urged on by  a reflexive 
maintaining impulse3?  Our surprise at being 
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1  John Berger (1926-) wrote Ways of Seeing in 1972.  His body of work is inspiring proof of the possibility of 
merging science and art, documentary and poetry, and a protest against the imaginative isolation of humans.

2  See Felipe Fernandez-Armesto, So You think You're Human? 2005, for a concise and cogent thesis on the 
blurred lines of the human form.   Fernandez-Armesto, a brilliant and lyrical historian, has published widely on 
exploration and   New World colonialism, neatly and implicitly suggesting the parallels between historical voyaging 
(land and sea and space) and contemporary genetic discovery.  It's interesting to note the prevalence of the word 'map' in 
genetic discourse.  

3  The self-explanatory biological term 'homeostasis'  is useful here.



made - the strangeness of it, of having form - 
might be eased if we were genuinely able to 
conceive of time in a non-parochial manner.  
Logically it  should not be very surprising that 
humans exist, given the limitless spatial and 
temporal range4.  

As Copernicus uncentred the world by showing 
the true revolutions of our solar system 
contemporary  biology has similarly  uncentred 
tacit assumptions of belonging, place, and 
purpose.  It may  be instinctive, and to some 
degree adaptive, to ascribe agency and 
meaning to the process of creation, seeing, for 
example, preordinance and design in the 
unfurling of matter through evolution, but 

doing so significantly  limits the reaches of our 
thoughts and sensibility.  It is interesting to 
consider there is nothing final or intended in 
the human form, size, or scale, and that our 
condition may be broadly summarised as that 
of creatures variously  weighted and lifted by 
accelerated and strictly post-functional cerebral 
regions; that the only  discernible result, after 
the bounteous melodrama of our experiences, 
is the self-propelling attenuation or prolonging 
of matter.  Birth.  Daily  acts of casual intimacy 
and cooperation - bus journeys, streetwalks, 
consumer interaction - can be exponentially 
intensified juxtaposed with this kind of 
reductionism.  Such alertness - and associated 
sensitivity, compassion and empathy - is 
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4   William James coined the term 'multiverse' for the theory that our universe is one among an infinite number.  
Christopher Potter, in his accessible and lucid investigation into the history of science and associated philosophy, You 
Are Here (2009), surmises the multiverse theory and its implications for scale: 'What we have called the visible universe 
is clearly a local phenomenon; even what we have called the universe turns out to be a local phenomenon.  The 'true' 
universe is a quantum landscape out of which our universe (and the patch of it we call the visible universe) and many 
other universes arose.  Just as atoms are not indivisible even though their name suggests otherwise, so is the universe no 
longer the word that defines everything that exists.'



undoubtedly positive
 Our identity is biologically challenged 
in several ways.  Increasingly, biologists posit 
the indiscrete nature of any  organism, humans 
included.  An organism is essentially vehicular, 
a precarious balance of competing elements, or 
genes5.  In several ways, bio-philosophers are 
suggesting the difficulty of defining the 
outline, the limit, the terminus of the organism.  
Horizontal gene-transfer6  describes a flooding 
out  of organisms in nature, an aqueous 
blending of matter crossing even kingdoms of 
life (e.g. across plants, animals).  The entire 
genome of the common parasite wolbachia is 
found inside that of the fruit-fly.  We exchange 
DNA in conversation. 

 Horn and shell have been described as 
technically  apart  from the living body7, and 
given our easy and unquestioning contradiction 

of this in our gaze upon a horned animal, might 
we not, some have suggested8, state regarding 
certain aspects and constructs of behaviour, for 
example in the architectural productions of 
otters and the hearth-art of bower-birds, that 
these creations become part of the body of the 
creature itself?  Such behaviour, blending into 
art products, may  in a technical sense be 
indistinguishable from the definition of bodies.  

II

Everything is strange, everything mysterious.  
Death is not necessarily  a prerequisite for life.  
Nothing died in life's early period - the first 
billion years. There was no ending, there was a 
constant floral division and nothing left  to 
waste, nothing that  could be said not to be.  
Everything that was, made itself.9  Everything 
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5   85-90% of cells in the human body are bacterial, i.e. non-human, but these cells are particularly small and so 
only take up 5-10% of the body's mass, weighing together approximately 3 pounds (the same weight as the brain).  
Without these non-human cells we would not exist.

6  http://integral-options.blogspot.com/2010/01/new-scientist-horizontal-and-vertical.html

7  see D'arcy Thompson, On Growth and Form, 1917 [1961]

8   Richard Dawkins, The Extended Phenotype, 1982 [1999].  Dawkins's meticulous scholarship, deep field 
experience and superbly innovative thought have been publicly obscured by his recent popular portrayal as a comically 
didactic hectorer.  

9  Novelist Rachel Cusk implicitly alludes to this in her description of giving birth: 'All that is clear at that point 
is that I replicated, like a Russian Doll.' A Life's Work: On Becoming a Mother, 2001.  Cusk's 'Russian doll' image can 
be vertiginously developed through the fact that at 20 weeks the female foetus already contains its entire store of eggs. 
These eggs, of course, themselves contain the genesis of all of the foetus's potential descendants, the chain being 
theoretically infinite.



remains halted and unlimited by  the paradox of 
being self-generated.  Starting from almost 
nothing and doubling quickly generates 
astronomical size10.  An average bacterium, 
one cubic micrometer in volume, if divided 
every  thirty minutes would, less than two days 
later, occupy a greater bio-mass than all of 
humanity.  Human bodies occupy an 
interesting spatial position.  Our size is median, 
i.e. approximately halfway in scale between the 
smallest thing we know of (an electron11) and 
the largest (the universe).

 Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.  
That is: the development of the foetus partly 
restates the evolutionary history of its 
ancestors.  As an embryo, we begin as a single-
cell and later develop (and normally lose) gills 
and webbed hands and feet.  A kind of deep-
history montage plays out in the gestation 

period of every creature, an echo-dream of its 
long development.

 The average life-span of a species is 
10,000000 years.  We have been here 200,000 
years.12  

 Sea-water is so close to human blood it 
has been used in transfusions13.  We are 
composed of cells whose ancestors evolved in 
water; these cells maintain a simulacrum of 
their original oceanic environment, and we 
carry this.

 The death and regeneration of bodily  
cells in a single life-time is broadly repeated at 
increasing scales, preceding, for instance, the 
rhythms of agriculture and the governing 
metaphors of the Abrahamic religions that 
grew beside it.  The dominant symbol of the 
Church is a felled tree fused to a man, a 
doubled act of destruction so violent it 
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10  Armand Delsemme on the beginning: 'First, we can imagine a quantum fluctuation in the void, which began 
everything.  The perfect symmetry of the little bubble of pure energy is unstable and breaks up spontaneously.  We 
follow it at the instant when it is still smaller than a proton.  It inflates exponentially while creating its space-time 
dimensions and, after 10-32 second, it is already larger than the present solar system.  This exponential inflation creates 
all the matter and all the radiation still present in the universe.'  Our Cosmic Origins, 1998, p.19

11 Quarks have no demonstrable size.

12  See Nick Bostrum - director of the Future of Humanity institute at the University of Oxford - for a fascinating 
projection of possible futures.  His website's great - virtually all of his work is available there in PDFs and his style is 
clear and accessible.  http://www.nickbostrom.com

13  The French physician René Quinton is famous for his research and experiments on this issue, successfully 
injecting seawater into thousands of patients around the turn of the 20th century.  Naval doctors in the second world war 
also used the treatment after blood serum supplies ran out.



promises regeneration, tree and man rotting 
into grand mythical fertility.

III

It is now unfashionable, if not unacceptable, to 
talk about the self as being independent and 
apart form the body.  But surely there are more 
interesting things than the self?

  Rejecting the exceptionalism of our 
species is a way  into the strangeness of 
existence, to stepping more curiously amid 

plants and creatures rather than blithely 
assuming dominion over a garden world.  Our 
evolutionary  past is not irrelevant and should 
not be forgotten or dismissed. This doesn't 
mean our behaviour can simply be decoded by 
reference to evolutionary psychology and the 
observed social patterns of animals, as critics 
of this kind of thinking caricature and sneer.  
The hyper-expansion of culture, evolving at 
exponential rates in the last 10,000 years, has 
changed everything except our origins.  The 
unbounded nature of thought and feeling 
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remains biologically earned. 

 Our species-solipsism (or 'species-ism' - 
a term coined by Richard Ryder in the 1970s) 
partly rests on a widespread assumption of an 
animating spirit  or soul present in the 
individual human, this spirit or soul being 
potentially immortal.  But if we accept that the 
mind is flesh-generated, and flesh degrades, 
surely we must assume that this equally  applies 
to the agency  produced?  We cannot exalt  the 

brilliance of the body  and then insert the clause 
that upon its disassembly the mind will still 
exist.  It is not a case of saying a bodiless mind 
is unsupported.  It  is, rather, that a bodiless 
mind is nothing.14  Writers such as E.O. Wilson 
and Steven Pinker, sometimes called 'positivist' 
or 'materialist', have been criticised15  for 
reinforcing the Cartesian spirit/flesh dichotomy 
that they  claim to dismantle.16   Stressing the 
permeability  and transience of the human body, 
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14  An interesting possible alternative has been raised.  Again, see Nick Bostrum, on transhumanism, AI, and the 
prospect of 'uploading.' http://www.nickbostrom.com/papers/future.pdf 

15  Acclaimed novelist Marilynne Robinson recently published a series of lectures attacking the legitimacy of 
what she called 'para-science' venturing into existential territory.  It's typically beautifully written and meditative but 
quite muddled, and more importantly misses a great opportunity to engage with the possibility that the uncertainty, 
wonder and life-curiosity of the great biologists may in fact be compatible with her own.  An extract can be read here: 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2010/jun/05/marilynne-robinson-science-religion

16  Paul Bowles wittily reverses the ontological order with his aphorism: 'I think in spite of being, I am in spite of 
thinking.'  

 However much we may regret the alienating impact of Cartesian dualism on the development of the individual 
in western civilization, it should be noted that it played a significant role in allowing science the freedom to investigate 
the body away from the Church's censure.  Descartes famously referred to animals as 'automatons';  it's tempting to 
suggest this was avant-garde, given the current prevalence of the phrase 'molecular machines'.  The only difference, of 
course, being that Descartes excluded humans from the animal realm.



they  position it within an apparently chaotic 
natural system of animals and plants. A 
contrast may be provoked between the material 
finitude of the breathing form and the 
e x p a n s i v e a n d h o p e f u l f e e l i n g o f 
consciousness.  Describing brain-tissue as 
having the consistency of custard is shocking, 
ugly, possibly offensive.  Why do this?  To jolt 
us out of our exceptionalism and escapism and 
to counter the lazy, consolatory and still 
widespread belief that individual agency is 
immortal?  Would such a consideration lead to 
a rawer and fuller daily  experience of life and 
what else, ultimately, matters?17

  One of the roles of art  is to look at how 
the thought rolls from the neuron, and the still 
fresh strangeness of (the) thought; to get 
something of the enigma of words wrought 
from the vagaries of an animal changing in 
deep-time.  The great literature of the 20th 

century - fromVirginia Woolf to Primo Levi18 
to V.S. Naipaul - was provoked by war and loss 
of home, the realisation that  stability is illusion 
and though the world is unspeakably strange it 
is within us to attempt statement.  It is 
significant that the Ukranian-Brazilian writer 
Clarice Lispector uses a strikingly bio-sensitive 
voice in a series of novels and stories that 
exhibit the deracinated terror common to the 
finest modernist and post-colonial literature.  
This aspect of her work has received no critical 
attention in fifty  years, and her recent 
biographer has worked vigorously at setting 
her into a religious mystical tradition19.  The 
prevailing, pathetic attitude in literature is to 
barricade against the perceived invasive threat 
of science, as if imagination itself is capable of 
being destroyed . This cannot hold for much 
longer20.
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17  The development of neuroscience and microscopy and the advent of brain-imaging raises fascinating and 
troubling psychological and philosophical questions.  I wanted to focus on the perspectives of biology for this essay, but 
the challenge of trying to accommodate the possible meta-reductionism of neurochemistry is undeniably attractive and 
I'm writing on it elsewhere. 

18  The final chapter 'Carbon', in Levi's 1975 novel/memoir The Periodic Table, is a dizzying example of the 
possibilities of merging literature and science.

19  Why this World, Benjamin Moser, 2009

20  Jim Crace's 1999 novel Being Dead effected an unusual and powerful perspective by juxtaposing a realistic 
account of the decomposing of two adult bodies with a poetic tribute to their lives together. Ian McEwan has dabbled, 
rather clumsily, with presenting scientific perspectives in fiction; he always seems to have a scientist as a character.  
Like McEwan, Margaret Atwood has also been responsive to E.O. Wilson, but it would be interesting to see a more 
radical assimilation of science into literature.  David Shields, for instance, notes that we're still waiting to see a notable 
literary response to contemporary genetics and the possible challenges it raises to issues of character, identity and 
individuality. (Edinburgh International Book Festival, August 2010)



IV

The speculations presented in this review start 
from a disregard for human exceptionalism and 
a rejection of sentimental humanism and the 
myth of the hero-individual, and they are the 
result of bio-philosophers'21  experiments with 
factors of magnitude and perceptual scale.  
Their aim is not to nullify ethics and socially 
constructed meaning but to investigate and 
interrogate without cease, to attempt to know 
and feel as much as is possible.  The writers I 
have referred to are promoting a less isolated 
position for the human in nature, at the cost 
perhaps of a sense of panic at  a sundered 
identity.  The profound alertness of their 
thoughts amid the awe and midnight terror is to 
be admired, I think.  The likely future 
convergence of science and art22  may lead to 
unimagined harmony - eco logica l ly, 
psychologically.  But that is perhaps unduly 
optimistic.  

  A peculiar, apposite feature common to 
biology  and art is the notion of vision as 
purpose. Not intended purpose, but  a purpose 
that we may  realise in our relation to all else.  
Land-mass is finite.  Consciousness is so vast 
as to appear capable of encompassing infinity, 
eternity.  The presence of seven billion 
simultaneous consciousnesses reproduces the 
size and fact of the planet spectacularly beyond 
comprehension.  Within James Lovelock's 
Gaian theory, which sees the earth as a self-
regulating organism, it is tempting to see our 
species as a vanity organ, mirroring creation 
upon itself, for itself. Our sole distinction is in 

the capacity  of our brain, the organ of 
reflection.  'After 3.5 billion years of blindness 
our planet can, through our eyes, at least see 
itself from space, in all its glory.' 23
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21   the new existentialists?  See E.O Wilson on Camus and 'The Myth of Sisyphus' in Sociobiology,1975 [2000].  
Wilson is a demonised, badly misquoted scientist, mauled in the past for the scope of his ambition: to document the 
arising of all life, and to seek patterns that apply generally.  Sociobiology is a staggering epic of natural history written 
in a frenzy in the early part of the author's career, and Wilson is as lyrical, subtle and elegant a writer as one could hope 
to find.  His lack of sentimentalism and his view that biology is not irrelevant to culture has received much criticism in 
the past, though critical opinion of his work is being revised to the extent that his project is now generally seen as a 
brave and generous - and revelatory - attempt to present a macroscopic view of life.

 (Tom Wolfe:   http://www.orthodoxytoday.org/articles/Wolfe-Sorry-But-Your-Soul-Just-Died.php)

22  see Consilience, E.O. Wilson (1999) for an exhilarating account of his projection for the future organisation of 
knowledge. 

23 http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/james-lovelock-you-ask-the-questions-411765.html
 Lovelock uses 3.5 billion because he discounts the first chaotic billion years of the earth, where nothing could 
possibly have lived through the constant cometary bombardment.



Your Precious Dead

by Truman Buckley

He woke up, but  then he never really slept. 
There was a pain in his chest, like the heels of 
two palms pressing down against his ribcage. 
Sometimes it happened like this. Other times, 
on other midnight occasions, he woke with it 
coiled on the far side of his skull, its weight 
measured against the structure of the bone.
 He rubbed his chest and rolled one leg 
out from beneath the blankets to test  the 
floorboards' cold. The light was filtered by a 
thin muslin sheet across the window, dawn 
light, very thin and flavourless, and everything 
in the room – the sideboard and chair, the 
heaped clothes on the floor – looked flat and 
for a moment two-dimensional.
 On the sideboard there was a packet  of 
pipe-cleaners. He took two and bent them with 
absent-minded care into two Z-shapes, inverted 
Ns. From the ashtray he took a piece of gum 
that he had chewed down to the shape of a 
conch shell, and smoothed it  out to make a 
base. At the desk he began to twine the pipe-
cleaners, fashioning them into a rough and 
uneven oval no bigger than the circle of his 
looped forefinger and thumb.
 He felt it in his heart, the squeezed 
muscle flattening his breath. He bent down 
quickly in the chair so that his face was level 
with the edge of the desk. Its surface was 
frosted with dust, with burnt matchsticks and 
lengths of string, old paperbacks curled like 
stale sandwiches. He cleared a space around 
the pipe-cleaner model, moving a palette knife 
and with a yellow thumbnail picking off a 
yellow coin of paint. He stared through the 
loop of space in the centre of the piece. He 
could feel it coming. He pressed his lips to it; 
the muscle of his heart slackened. It answered 
through the space he had made for it.

*

On the seat beside the journalist there was a 
two-pound coin. He liked them, and not just for 
their value; solid gold things, like Anglo-Saxon 
pieces, or doubloons. It had probably slipped 
from another passenger's pocket as they stood 
up to ring the bell. The journalist  palmed it, 
and was going to put  it in his own pocket when 
he saw a boy  watching him from the other side 
of the aisle. He passed it  over. “Your lucky 
day,” the journalist said, to the mother's frown.
 They were keen on their own 
monuments in this part of the world. Land of 
stone and flood, with ruffled bodies of water on 
his right hand side as the bus passed through 
steep lanes, and on his left there were flat long 
fields pitted with grey flint. He could see 
standing stones in the distance, caught in loose 
array  on the last dipped line of sunlight. There 
were Covenanter cairns on the higher ground. 
The bus engine's noise peaked and troughed as 
it slowed and stopped.
 He had a damp mile to walk from the 
bus stop, along a cinder path blackened by 
recent rain. He passed between two rows of 
swollen berry  bushes, grass verges thick with 
dew. His shoes gained a lip of mud along their 
sides, putting lead into his step. He fingered the 
digital recorder's cold rectangle in his jacket 
pocket, the notebook's wire spine, its blank 
pages.
 He followed the path's leisurely  curve, 
until it turned and crested a low-slung hump of 
earth. The ground was scarred with rabbit 
holes, and the toe of his shoe found the exact 
fit to tip him over. Two spread palms took the 
fall, heel gouging a strip of turf from the 
burrow's roof. When he stood up his hands 
were black with smeared pellets. He tried to 
wipe them clean on the wet grass.
 The path dropped down to a turnstile, 
and beyond it he could see the tentative light of 
the village he had been looking for, clustered in 
the narrow horseshoe of the bay. Houses were 
spotted around its fringe, or set back higher up 
on the edge of the brae. The artist's house was 
on the other side of the village, on its widest 
spur, looking down onto the curved beach and 
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the reticent waves limping in from the wilder 
tides.
 He used the stile to scrape the mud 
from his shoes, and as he stepped over he was 
met at once in the gloaming's delicate light by 
the bulk of something pale and unyielding on 
the side of the path. He thought he saw a face, 
the drip of water from the overhanging trees 
like a lone watcher's disapproving tut. The 
journalist raised the bar of his forearm to 
defend himself, hissing out the breath between 
his bottom teeth when he saw what it  really 
was. Stone oval, roughly carved, two blocks 
sculpted to lean their weight each against the 
other.
 He stepped through the undergrowth 
and laid his hand against  it, the surface cool 
and still damp with the rain. There were black 
patches of moss there, and at the base two 
trailing vines of ivy  had thrown up 
experimental feelers to latch against the 
dimpled stone. You could see where chisel and 
hammer had been at it. The journalist laid three 
fingers inside one shallow declivity. With a 
rush, the tree's canopy  began to rattle, a 
metallic insistence, and like a squad of soldiers 
a column of rain marched smartly  up the cinder 
track to overrun him. He hurried on, and 
stumbled when the path gave way to solid 
pavement.

*

Days when the weather carried to much salt in 
it, a skin of water peeled off from the surface 
of the bay  and snapped out across the harbour, 
he would spend working in the old smoke shed 
behind the cottage. Deep into it, guided by 
inner instructions, he would carve sap-laden 
wood, bending it into position and securing it 
with tied twine. He would cut stone and wipe 
dust from the sharp lip of the chisel, face 
ghosted with powder. With half an ear he 
would listen to the wind and rain squeeze the 
shed between its fingers. When all was ready, 
and felt inimitable and right, he would take it 
into the landscape and wait.

*

“Can I get anything for you?” the artist asked. 
“I've not much to offer. Tea.” He paused. “A 
little wine.”
 The journalist took the wine, like all 
journalists should when the offer was made. He 
noted the artist's crumpled irritation when he 
decanted the last glassful into a narrow 
tumbler. Coal settled in the fire, and the fire 
gave a wistful sigh. The artist's cat, a shabby 
tom, uncurled on the hearthrug and stretched 
itself, bent back almost double. It popped out a 
sheaf of white claws and showed a roll of 
tongue, pink as chewing-gum. The journalist 
shuddered under his blanket and sipped the 
wine.
 “You should have taken the tea,” the 
artist said. He settled in the chair on the other 
side of the hearth. “Alcohol thins the blood. 
Your blood's the paint, your veins are the the 
brush, and the booze is the paintstripper in the 
jar.”
 “I wouldn't go that far. I've had worse.”
 He was older than the journalist had 
expected. Fame, to its fickle degree, had come 
later in life.
 He took the sodden notebook from his 
pocket and laid it down on the floor in front of 
the fire, spread open, the pages warped and fat 
with water. He took the digital recorder from 
the other pocket, but, hectic with the memory 
of how much it  had cost, did not dare to switch 
it on to check if it  still worked. He sipped more 
at his wine. The two men sat and watched the 
flames lick and flash behind the grate.
 When he had found the artist's cottage, 
the house veiled in a wide mist of rain, the 
journalist had assaulted the door with no care 
who answered, only desperate for shelter. The 
rain interrogated the bay on the diagonal, 
unforgiving, and his scalp rang with its icy 
punch. The artist  had answered with what the 
journalist felt to be a commendably incurious 
expression, not  even waiting for an explanation 
before he asked the younger man inside. The 
journalist had pocketed his glasses as soon as 
the rain began to fall, but as he stepped into the 
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cottage, breathed the spiced smell of 
pipesmoke and coalfire, he realised that they 
were not where they should be. He had 
dropped them somewhere, out on the path.
 “Leave them for tonight,” the artist 
advised. “There are barely flames enough to 
dry you as it is.”
 He took up a poker from the side of the 
hearth and administered three savage jabs to 
the coal. The cat rolled onto its back, legs 
loosely  splayed, then stood and weaved off 
through the copse of chair legs under the table.

*

After it  happened, he took long drives to 
isolated places, wanting to remove himself 
from all sympathy and compassion. He wanted 
to be a stranger to the species. This village had 
been found on one of these journeys. A calm 
corner of the Galloway coast, the cottage on 
the village's flank, forest walks and driftwood 
in the bay. He sold his house and bought the 
place, and the first morning after the move he 
felt  what he would come to recognise as the 
declining ache of grief as it fades away. That 
was agony itself.

*

“So you started making things,” the journalist 
said, “making these pieces as a means of 
recovering what was lost.”
 “That's your interpretation. It's a lazy 
one.”
 “ … I see.”
 “Stone and wood's poor substitute for 
flesh. If I wanted to 'recapture what was lost' I 
would have had more children.”
 The artist  had woken him early, before 
the sun was up. The smell of pipe-smoke 
preceded him; it wreathed him like an aura. 
When the journalist opened his eyes the artist 
was standing at the foot of the bed, dipping a 
lit  match to the glowing bowl of his pipe and 
squinting through a gout of flame. The cat, 
Shabby Tom, licked a paw on the windowsill.

 “Notebook's dry,” he said, waving dead 
the match. “Recorder's fucked.”
 Now, the journalist  dressed in borrowed 
clothes (his own were still damp), he followed 
the artist along a path that ran behind the 
cottage and skirted the edge of the brae. The 
sun, coming up on their left as they walked, 
had ignited the harbour. The water was a 
rumpled sheet of gold, flecked with black and 
silver. The journalist fired off his questions and 
hoped that memory was enough to store the 
answers. He didn't feel like writing any  of them 
down, didn't want to stop and start on the forest 
path while he flipped to the next page. The 
older man kept an untiring pace, and after a 
while the journalist felt a warm skin of sweat 
cover his body.
 “So you moved here, for the peace and 
quiet?”
 “For the quiet.”
 “And you started to make these 
sculptures. Without really thinking about 
them?” He cut into the line of his own 
questioning. “Rather, that is to say, there was 
no conscious design that you had in mind when 
you started. Was it an evolution? Or did it 
come to you fully formed?”
 The path took them along the edge of 
scoured fields, round the back of the village, 
then along to another spur of land, a 
promontory, that steepled out into the water. 
Here, oddly off-centre, was another of the 
artist's sculptures – his first, as he admitted. He 
said nothing to answer the journalist's question; 
maybe this itself was the answer.
 It  stood waist-high, two arcs of 
scavenged driftwood planed into shape and 
lashed together with rope and wire. Salt-
bleached bark still marked the wood, and there 
was a long split against the grain, running 
down the length of one half. It reminded the 
journalist of a whale bone, a cetacean jaw dried 
and displayed.
 At this last finger of land, the tides were 
steep. Beyond - the Irish sea, the wide Atlantic.
 He approached the sculpture with some 
hesitation. He felt the rough grain of the wood. 
It looked simple, artless even. It was what it 
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was – trauma, grief finding its boundaries, and 
framing the infinite between two overarching 
arms.
 “So does this one . . . ?” the journalist 
said. “Is it still . . . ?”
 “No. This one's dead.”
 The journalist turned quickly at a streak 
of movement, caught in his eye's dim corner. 
Shabby Tom, trotting briskly across the grass.

*

They  came now from the edge of the bay back 
across country, and into the woods. The trees 
were a broad blanket from the coast to the 
opening slopes of the Galloway hills. Shabby 
Tom snapped from cover to cover behind them, 
slinking into fetid undergrowth and sprays of 
bracken, then somehow gaining the advantage 
and appearing ahead of them on the path, 
stretched out in an orange patch of sunlight, as 
if waiting for them to catch up.
 They were many miles from the 
cottage. In his knapsack the artist had a bottle 
of water, some bread and cheese and a flask of 
whisky. He shared it out. The journalist bit into 
an apple soft as leather, spat pips into his palm.
 The artist led him to the rest of his 
work, sculptures secluded in thickets of trees, 
or hidden in dips and hollows of the rolling 
landscape. The same unvarying shape; only  the 
materials changed. Although the artist walked 
to them with an unerring accuracy, the 
journalist knew that he would be lost  trying to 
find them himself, even with a detailed map.
 Not all the sculptures were manacled to 
the ground. One, an interleaving of sapling 
branches and ivy, hung by a string of twine in 
the higher branches above their head, twisting 
on the breeze.
 The path through the trees gained a 
steeper gradient. The artist, rangy in his late 
middle age, kept steady pace. The journalist 
paddled for every breath.
 “You've had to go the furthest,” the 
artist said. “Everyone who comes to see me 
here, they all have to go that little bit further 
than the one before.”

 “Why?”
 “ B e c a u s e t h e y s t o p w o r k i n g , 
eventually. Then I have to make the next one, 
and the next one's always that bit further.”
 The journalist spurred on to follow. The 
trees thinned out around them as the path 
levelled off. The ground ahead was speckled 
with gorse bushes, bare earth where the grass 
had been scratched away by rabbits. On the 
other side of this ground was a wire fence, and 
beyond that a single-track road. By  the 
shoulder of this road, passing under it through 
a copper pipe, was a silver burn that trickled 
off towards the harbour. Where the stream had 
overlapped its bank a shallow pool had formed, 
stagnant and brackish and thick with leaf-litter.
 “This is the last one,” the artist  said. He 
crouched down by  the water. The ground was 
wet, waterlogged.
 “What is?”
 The artist made a laconic nod, and the 
journalist couldn't tell if he was enjoying this 
cryptic pose or if this was no pose at all. He 
understood then that he was looking at it, the 
artist's most recent work. It was the shape that 
was important, he knew, and not the materials.
 Leaves were laid out in the pool of 
water, packed and sculpted, and the shape 
somehow maintaining its cohesion. It was the 
familiar oval, made of russet and green, the 
leaves interlaced and free floating.
 “I made this yesterday,” the artist said. 
“It survived the rain, I see.”
 “And it still works?”
 “It should. Try it.”
 “The shape,” the journalist said, “the 
significance of it  . . . you can see what I'm 
getting at, right?”
 “I'm not sure I follow.”
 “It's essentially  vulvar, isn't it? 
Generative. It's the shape through which all life 
comes.”
 “Essentially what?” The artist gazed 
blankly at the pool of water.
 The journalist looked down at the 
floating leaves. He felt that  he had disturbed or 
contradicted some essential truth for the older 
man, and he felt cruel for doing it. He also felt 
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that he had perhaps been given an insight into 
the inseparable gulf between the artistic and 
the critical temperament, two mutually 
exclusive faculties.
 “It doesn't matter,” he said.
 “You think I'm being irrational, don't 
you? But I say to you what does reason have to 
do with grief? Is there no one you would like to 
hear again?”
 The water was murky, almost black, 
and so densely coloured that you couldn't see 
the bottom. It could be an inch deep or one 
mile; a kidney  of ink spilled on the grass. In 
the centre of the pool, the artist's design, where 
the water seemed untroubled by any breeze. He 
had the impression that he was staring down at 
the bulbous surface of an eye.
 He crouched down and listened. He 
willed himself to listen. He stared at the water, 
leaning forward until his forehead was almost 
touching it.
 Of course there was someone. A 
charmed life to have no casualties in it.

It had been the heat, he told himself later. The 
long hike, the unaccustomed exercise. When 
the artist pulled him out of the water, plucking 
the leaf from his mouth, and as the journalist 
had spewed out a thin stream, whatever he had 
heard faded into the chambers of his inner ear, 
if he had heard anything at all.
 The oval was shattered, leaves 
spiralling off across the skin of water; the 
surface of a blinded eye.
 “What called you?”
 “No,” the journalist said. The artist 
helped him to his feet. He saw Shabby Tom 
passing through the wire fence, hooded amber 
eyes, fastidious step.
 “Stone lasts longer. Come on, we'll get 
you back, get you dry.”
 The cat brushed past his leg, and on the 
path turned to watch them, as if wanting to 
make sure that he was being followed.
 “You heard, didn't you cat?” the artist 
said. He slapped the journalist on the back. He 
turned; he followed.
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Desert
by Martin MacInnes

Nouddhibout train station was set almost 
directly  on the sea, just  a short walk away 
through the sand.  The fishing harbour bobbed 
one or two miles beyond the bend of the 
peninsula, but it was static here, quiet.  The 
blue water had a block like quality against the 
gravelly sand.  
 A community  of over a hundred 
passengers waited on the stone floor of the 
station, or sat on the goods that they carried, or 
leant against the fading white walls.  A thin, 
energetic young man quietly brewed a small 
pot of mint tea in a corner.  Passengers walked 
slowly over to have their refreshment, 
murmuring a conversation.
 The ticket seller lounged in his booth, 
occasionally exchanging a word or two with 
the old policeman, whose ledger, on which was 
written the name, destination, purpose of visit 
and identification number of at least some of 
the passengers, lay open on the sand-covered 
wooden desk.  Blankets and mats spread out on 
the stone floor, and lengths of rope and string 
tied various collections of boxes and bottles 
and sacks together.  Some of the string lay 
loose over people sleeping in the shade, netting 
groups of those who either blanked out the 
monotony  of the wait or cultivated it, made it 
into a serious and curious thing.  The open side 
of the station faced the track, which extended 
either direction in a perfectly straight line that 
soon disappeared.  Perhaps there was no train.  
Some of the boys, breaking out of their 
dislocation, went over to stand on the tracks 
now and again, looking south into the distance 
from where, at some point, the train was said to 
come.  But the sun got in their way, and with 
their hands held out to shield against the glare 
there was little they could see other than a 
settling white dust that made of the sky and the 
land the same general indistinct material.  So 
they  sat  there, lying back on their bags and 
mats, and waited.

 All at once everybody  got up in a cloud 
of dust and women called to their children, the 
youths ran to the track and the men checked 
the strength of the knots they used to bind their 
baggage.  For several minutes this rising up 
went on, and despite the crowds of people – far 
more than I had noticed waiting, as if an instant 
multiplication had arisen from the seeds of 
sleep  – standing by the tracks, nothing had 
arrived, not even a sound.  Until finally, and 
with the passengers now quietened, having 
hauled prodigious amounts of baggage over to 
the track-side, an ancient tin train came 
shuffling in with carriage after carriage of iron 
ore, a great amount of carriages, over two 
hundred, each one taunting further the men and 
women and children sweating in the high 
afternoon sun, so close to the train they could 
touch it.  Suddenly  a bundle of men in their 
twenties and thirties began springing up onto a 
carriage, jumping up and holding onto the open 
windows, leaping into the open doorway and 
then, having got a footing inside, each doing all 
he could to block the entrance of all others 
save his own family, whom he urged on and 
beckoned with his free arm, his backside still 
sticking out to block the hoards who were 
desperately  trying to scramble through.  
However, just as his family was identified by 
the crowd, the man’s direct competitors 
changed tack and began helping the wife and 
children load their net of boxes and cloth sacks 
and bottles and tins.  These competitors had 
apparently  decided that  there was no stopping 
this man now, this victor, he had held his 
ground so long as to earn his passage, and the 
quickest means of removing him was to help 
bundle on his family and his possessions so 
that there would then be space once more and a 
new competition could begin.
 This went on, of course, until the only 
passenger left outside was me.  (Two elderly 
women having fought me off from the doorway 
of the trundling train.)  The carriage is small.  
The two berths are taken, so I survey my 
options.  The carriage is fifteen metres long, 
four metres wide and only just taller than a 
man.  Lining the carriage on both sides are 
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long metal benches with cage-like luggage 
racks overhead.  But there is no point in 
attempting to get  on one of these benches 
because you will quickly be shooed away, or a 
woman will plonk down her enormous loaded 
cardboard box, which is then fixed to the metal 
bench and one of the ceiling-handles by a 
tapestry of leather belts, or a large man comes 
out of nowhere, looks at you simply and lets 
you know that the seat is already his.  Soon I 
am sitting on the floor with the mothers and the 
babies.  The women in colourful robes and 
headscarves, some with dazzling long 
jewellery  and henna tattoos on the exposed 
soles of their feet, join together to make resting 
places for one another, making the ground a 
little less hard.  Sisters and mothers and 
mothers-in-law group together, exclaiming and 
laughing as they squeeze in on the ground and 
arrange cushions of bags and boxes, 
domesticating the cargo space.  They cradle the 
babies, older children look silently around, and 
they  try a hundred different positions splayed 
out on the ground before settling on one and 
attempting to rest there for some time, before 
starting to giggle and chat again.  
 Things do, in time, settle.  We are quiet 
now, a little tired from the adventure of 
departure, looking back on its impressiveness, 
its great movement and action and drama.  
People smile, laugh a little.  There is a darker 
tone casting over the bare flatlands outside.  
We too are without light.  I alternately  rest my 
head on one of the posts of the metal bench, 
under and between the feet of men, lying there, 
or give myself up fully  to the floor, sprawling 
flatly angling my arms and legs so that they 
don’t hit the women similarly  lying by me.  I 
close my eyes, feeling a great sense of fatigue 
and pain in my head, a worrying sign of fever.  
There were infections to be had everywhere, 
and I felt that I'd lost all resistance, that  I'd 
become extremely  weak, a sliver of a man, 
with very little protection left from the world.  
 No-one giggles at me anymore.  I'm 
here for the duration, evidently, though there is 
still confusion and suspicion at my lack of 
French and my decision not to pay in advance 

for one of the berths (which, I see, are about 
the loudest and busiest places on the whole 
train, full of different pairs of brothers smoking 
and other men hanging out the high windows 
carrying out meetings before leaving for the 
carriage and coming back in again).  Great 
amounts of luggage are piled up at  the front of 
the carriage forming a sort  of buffer between 
the berths and the open carriage.  We have 
now, given that  almost everyone is settled, 
made a human covering of the floor.  There is 
no direct way  through.  One man – for some 
reason I see him as a sly  character, perhaps it’s 
simply  because of his insistence on disrupting 
our settlement on the floor, a mischief-maker; 
he is also very short, wiry, with a devil-like 
little beard and black eyes that dart  about in a 
flurry quite separate from his head and his 
neck, which themselves crane in all directions, 
seeking out everyone – this man, in white, he 
determines repeatedly to make it from one end 
of the carriage to the other, a great feat.  Every 
time we must help this man, holding onto his 
sandaled feet, supporting him, putting our 
bodies out to form a case over the babies lest 
he fall and shatter them.  Jerking up and down 
with the clanging train, grabbing for his life 
onto the ceiling-handles like they were jungle 
vines, himself swinging from side to side 
helplessly, he makes a progression of some 
kind.  It’s not infrequently that he does fall, 
going directly into the lap of an impassive male 
on a metal bench, to whom he gives what has 
become his standard apologetic murmur.  
Nothing deters this man, not the loud tuts and 
exclamations of the women on the floor, 
pointing with disbelief to their young, nor the 
stares of the men on the benches, whose 
tolerance seems of almost  sinister, ulterior 
levels.  Nor, either, the fact that he seems to 
have absolutely nowhere to go, that there 
seems no point to any of his journeys, that he 
only wants to make it from one place to 
another again and again.
 As we get into evening, as the hours 
pass, I grow more and more into fever, feeling 
weight pressed all over my body, mucus 
flowing out of my nose and my mouth, an 
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alternating heat and coldness and a certainty 
that the roughness in my throat will never 
clear.  I sit  up, realising I have been down and 
motionless and vacant though sentient, in a 
strange border-place between sleep and 
meditation, and try  to shake the weight out of 
my head.  I stand, reach hold of a ceiling-
handle and put my head through the open 
window, thinking I am about to vomit but  only 
producing more phlegm.  It is cool and clear 
outside and the sky is deep dark blue, lighter 
just over the land distantly, and stars are visible 
over dune shapes.  But I turn away, back to our 
heap of bodies, heaped in great numbers 
pressed in together, and instantly I forget of 
landscapes.  I catch a young woman’s eye, 
lying cupping her child to her, and she smiles.  
Suddenly all I can see is the isolated heads of 
babies, haphazardly  and suicidally  waiting to 
be ground up on the floor by the walking, 
falling men.  Some of the mothers are so 
exhausted that they sleep, and the babies’ heads 
wait there in the open, the tiny  skulls, the dark 
fuzz of hair, the dawning mind, out to face the 
impersonal where anything could happen, too 
young yet, far too young.  I must watch over 
them.  Then what if my  bag falls on them?  My 
bag, with the metal stove and the weight of 
clothes.  It’s on the luggage-rack, and though 
it's tied it might easily fall to the floor in the 
wild side-to-side rocking of the train.  I shoot 
up to my feet, facing groans and complaints 
and silent inquisitive stares, and wait to 
consolidate my stance.  (There is room to 
stand, just, between the wrist of one mother 
and the foot of a child.)  A man I had spoken to 
earlier, an Algerian with limited French, and 
who, from the expressions on his face, his odd 
shortness and his hunched-back and outsize 
cranium, seems to suffer from a disability, 
looked at me and saw my worry.  He too stood, 
this time directly onto an anonymous yelping 
body, and used all of his strength, standing on 
the bench now, to push the bag up more firmly 
with me, and then to help tie it  down more 
securely by its many loose straps.

Four candles hang from the roof of the 
carriage, each at a distance, half-lighting our 
way.  The upended bottom halves of clear 
plastic water-bottles had been tied over the 
candles to protect from people’s breath and 
from the movement of air coming in through 
the windows.  The light-fittings swung with the 
motion of the train, but they did not fall or 
extinguish, held on somehow by thin pieces of 
string.  The light flickered, picking up different 
faces as it  went, producing  a crepuscular 
atmosphere.  
 Initially the lighting of the candles, 
bringing as it did a sudden lift out of sleepy 
darkness, seemed to spark a renewing of spirits 
among several of the passengers, and a group 
towards the rear began to assert itself as the 
hub, the leaders among us.  And to my 
amazement I saw it was the small devil-
looking man who was chief among them.  He 
had taken over tea-making duties, sitting cross 
legged in a close circle with three men and two 
women, pouring the scalding, syrupy brown 
liquid high from one thimble down into 
another, stirring but never spilling a drop.  
Testing, in miniature samples, the readiness of 
the tea, he then produced four thimbles which 
were passed around, returned, refilled and 
passed once more among the passengers still 
awake.  The mint  smell settled amid the thick 
and heavy air full of the smells of people, and 
the fresher, more abundant nature suggested by 
the sweet green odour of the mint, its source 
forests and marshes and gardens, was pleasant 
relief from the more docile, lax, stale smell of 
our bodies, perhaps creating among some a 
wave of optimism to counter the sterility of the 
journey.  He was accelerating the production of 
the tea, heating two little painted-blue pots 
with a gas canister.  One of the women in the 
circle turned, and I saw it was the same woman 
who had smiled at me earlier.  She wore a dark 
green shawl that seemed to match her eyes, and 
though she said few words there was a vitality 
to her person, her laughter and broad childish 
smiles holding the attention of the women and 
the men around her.  They were playing a 
game, clapping in turn and occasionally 
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together in an irregular but pleasing rhythm, 
and now a nasal, stretched vocal accompanied 
this music, and I saw that the man who had 
looked like the devil was singing.
 The clapping seemed to stop with him, 
every  time, at which point not only those 
youths in the circle but also the people around, 
older mothers, one or two fathers, fell about in 
laughter, and he sang again.  He was clowning.   
He was a man of action, it seemed, and free 
from the anxiety  of being unoccupied he no 
longer felt the need to go up and down on his 
arbitrary carriage-journeys.
 
This was of course the freest way to travel in 
the country, covering large distances over a 
long period of time, and other than the cursory 
records taken by the police officer in 
Nouaddihbout being entirely unnoticed and 
without identity, aptly, given the animal 
manner of our containment, one-hundred plus 
of us hauled in to the metal floor of a rusted 
carriage made in Germany sometime in the 
1970s.  We went unnoticed slowly through an 
unremarkable part of the desert, stuck on the 
end of a train primarily used for the transport 
of iron ore.  Of course then there were refugees 
aboard, immigrants slipping across border 
points at night and arriving, as this woman in 
green had, in a stranger place with a different 
dialect.  On the roads, in the day-time, she 
wouldn’t have got far.  What journey  was she 
taking, her and her newborn?  Across the 
Sahara to start anew – did she have a contact, 
someone to meet her and her child when she 
finally arrived?  Did she even know where it 
was that she wanted to arrive?  Who was 
guiding the slipping of these strangers through 
the desert, what people said this way, take this 
train, along here, this bus in the night?  They 
were youngsters, mainly, on the train; women, 
children, young men and one or two older men.  
But certainly a youthful female majority.  
Established men would not travel this way 
then?  Was this method something of a 
disgrace?
 The monotony even of watching the 
train pushed the passengers further into the 

vacuum of anonymity.  I remembered standing 
by the track with a crowd at first excited by the 
sound approaching, and then some five 
minutes later still standing there, fatigued by 
the incessant uniformity  of the iron-ore 
slipping past.  The train went on and on, 
another blank part of the mundane desert.  
Nobody aboard this carriage, I thought, has 
been forgotten - the journey was invisible from 
the beginning.
 The train stopped.  This did not happen 
suddenly, but in a process – eventually taking 
ten minutes – that began with loud and rising 
exclamations from those at the front saying 
there was some kind of light ahead.  I went to 
stand and look, but quickly decided doing so - 
perhaps unnecessarily - would only disrupt and 
irritate the many women and children sleeping 
around me.  ‘Choum?’ I asked the nearest 
woken person – the Algerian – hoping to learn 
if this was my stop.  My stop.  It sounded 
ridiculous, assuming a non-arbitrary  nature to 
the occasional rests at points in the desert, and 
also some personal identification to it.  I had to 
trust.  He only  smiled at me broadly, stupidly.  I 
looked at my bag, thought of the course I 
would take to reach and untie it, haul it down 
without hurting anyone and from there 
somehow make my way to the exit.
 - Choum? I said again, louder.
 Some men, as yet invisible, repeated 
the word – an affirmative then?
 - Non.  

A red man stared at me through the window 
and I am sure he smiled, he wore a red robe 
and stood alone at the side of the track as we 
slowed.  Headlights outside lit us inside and 
areas of the desert  in white, two jeeps driving 
the lights forward parallel to our direction.  I 
took my bag, which didn’t fall, and pushed my 
way through without looking back, stumbling 
out on an unexpectedly steep drop to the hard 
desert floor.  The jeeps skidded and stopped, 
throwing sand up.  In the turning of the 
headlights the horizon and the white desert and 
the train and a single hut became visible.  
Sacks and sacks of goods were unloaded from 
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the train, and an odd opposition formed 
between the local flurry of this pivotal point in 
the journey, with the jeeps’ engines humming, 
men discussing routes and times and then the 
wide and massive silent desert which held us, 
lit  piece by piece in the whiteness of the 
headlights.  I was raggedly exhausted, heavy, 
passive, and tried to will myself to lift my head 
up to what must have been an astonishing sky. 
 We are crushed inside again.  Four of us 
on either side in the back oppose each other on 
metal benches, knees to knees, face to face.  
You can’t  sit  back or lean on anything strong 
enough to hold you.  Jeeps can only run on a 
profit if the vehicles are significantly 
overloaded – people still needing to be able to 
afford their passage, their own individual 
places.
 The red man is not  a part of things, I 
must have imagined his presence through the 
window.  I am unwell.  Every piece of my body 
is alive and unstable, thick with fever I feel the 
movement of cells multiplying and the buzzing 
of impulses and am sure the life could flow out 
of me – finger-tips, nose, my mouth should I 
tip my head too far – a very precarious thing, 
the body degrading, melting redly into other 
matter around it in the vehicle – the foam out 
the back of the bench, the cloth of the garment 
of a tall man, other skin, midnight air.  And I 
t h i n k ‘ n o t a s i s o l a t e d a s h e m a y 
feel...genetically  present outside of himself.’  
In the expert metal of the jeep now roaming 
jerkingly through a place where there is no 
path, the sand a moonlike grey with little 
mounds, some bare weeds, taller dunes, the 
skin of our eleven bodies has been compacted, 
forced so close together that the prayer-hum of 
an older man pulses through the middle skin of 
another by him and likewise into me.  Our 
heads hit the ceiling as one as the metal jumps, 
the strength with which we are fixed into a 
single position protecting us from injury by 
limiting the room we have to rise or fall.
 The cloudy  area of grey light made by 
the headlights on the sand gives the curious 
effect of building that land, the light constantly 
generating only a tiny area of incomplete land 

– several feet ahead and to one side – just like 
an island ever formed and changing in its 
features – rougher sand, more verdant bushes – 
an island that is somehow sustaining our mass 
of metal and skin as it travels amid a wider 
black area, a featureless cavernous expanse of 
nothing.  If the land the headlights create is 
unsuitable – if it features a large slab of rock 
for instance, that rock having not existed a 
second earlier – then we are thrown off into 
that black region and the enterprise has failed.
 We cannot sleep in this position.  The 
driver and the two men in the front passenger 
seat have slightly more room than the eight of 
us in the back, and they don’t sing or hum as 
the others sing.  Have those two paid more for 
the privilege?  Have the others in the back each 
felt the need to sing to counter the 
indiscriminate collectiveness of our bodies, our 
lack of individuality?  Each song of devotion is 
slightly different, passing through our bodies in 
different vibrational pitches – in our heads and 
in our guts.  It is a difficult  journey.  I’d heard 
the drive to Atar was five hours, but had no 
way of guessing how long we’d travelled.  
Even if I hadn’t already  lost my watch there 
was no way of extracting an arm from the 
block that we made and reaching out – into 
what space? – to read the symbols.  And then 
there was no light, heavy  clouds of dust now 
covering the moon and stars.
 Similar to the feeling of being bed-
ridden for several days, the thought forms that 
all one asks for in life is to be admitted room to 
breathe.  To be well is enough, is to be gifted, 
and anything beyond that is luxury.  It doesn’t 
matter that  in fitness you renounce it, and 
yearn again for more than the reasonable; the 
survival instinct is powerful, comes again and 
again.  I felt now that to be out and walking on 
land, in air, to not have this incessant and 
growing pain in my head – it was as if some 
parasite were feasting there – would be beyond 
glorious, and that once in that position there 
would be nothing more I could ask for.  
 The imagined relief taunted me, but not 
indefinitely.  To the extent that our confinement 
allowed I moved my  neck to better see the 
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others by me.  Uniformly the heads were 
bowed.  One man’s black scarf was wrapped so 
that only  his eyes were out.  I could just see, in 
the back glow of the headlights, a general 
shabbiness to the garments these men wore as 
compared to the clothes of the three front-men.  
Two of the back-men were youths, wearing 
trainers rather than sandals and t-shirts that 
were torn in several places.  These men were 
thin, their faces gaunt, their hue darker, I 
thought, than those in the front.  
 Though too uncomfortable to sleep the 
body can still shut itself down so that no 
thoughts are made, the heart  beats slowly, life 
is possessed only in a marginal way.  The sense 
of abundant opportunity and unbridled release 
promised by the survival instinct becomes after 
a time too elaborate and costly an artifice to 
keep up; the body is relieved, the instinct fades, 
the jeep moves and a cloud of light inches 
through the desert.
 A tinge of deep, almost purple blue 
overhead at certain points.  Everything in 
tones.  The jeep moves faster.  The island built 
by the headlights enlarges slightly and steadily, 
with the outer-edges, the shore parts, more 
indistinct and obscure.  The air becomes a 
perfect marriage of the light and the dark; it  is 
a great moment.  Our jeep is racing now, 
purposeful for the first time, people are 
murmuring, lifting their heads out from the 
malaise.  There is a feature ahead, something 
unnatural.  The jeep slows, stops, the engine 
still running.  The driver gets out, walks around 
and opens the front passenger door, letting out 
the two tall, well-dressed men.  They walk by a 
drystone wall to a small hut, which they seem 
to enter.  An older, small man in the back 
makes a comment, and the gaunt youths laugh, 
one sounding nervous.  We are all looking at 
each other now, in the light.  Somebody fiddles 
with the lock on the back doors and, muttering 
lowly,  swings one door open and hauls his 
unsteady  body onto the ground.  He stumbles, 
his skinny ankles jarring.  We all watch him, 
the young man in the trainers, jeans, t-shirt and 
black headscarf.  He faces the light on the 
horizon and bows by it, prostrate.  His 

movements are sluggish, he is exhausted, 
confused, conscious of our gaze but under it all 
knowing that the dawn is a time to pray.  The 
others don’t say  a word, looking to the building 
and then to the young man flat  on the ground, 
his head bobbing.  The small man inside has 
room to lift out his arm – we’ve allowed 
ourselves the ambivalent relief of a quick 
readjustment of our positions, making 
everything flow again, the red liquid pulsing 
furiously, painfully – and he now checks his 
watch, looking back once more at the man 
outside.  Finally they all bow their heads – I 
close my eyes – and they  pray in the back, their 
bodies full of the apology that this is not 
enough.
 The young man makes it back in time, 
though he doesn’t make a point of rushing.  
Soon the front-men return, refreshed, relieved, 
having prayed appropriately, and we move 
again, through a paling blue sky  long with 
hanging discs of cloud.  We roll calmly and 
surely through light and wholly visible land, 
and there is a palpable, unspoken sense of 
having averted a disaster.  
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Tea With Milk: A Chilean Travelogue
by Runar Dahle

Inadvertently inspired by  Sebald, who at some 
point in his novels, it seems, always enters a 
railway café on his way somewhere, sits down, 
drinks a cup of coffee and reads one or two 
local newspapers, my idea, with my  severely 
rudimentary  grasp of Spanish, was to buy 
different Chilean newspapers and, with the aid 
of the pictures, do my best to decipher what the 
Chileans were up to in the month of February.  
However, as I bought my first newspaper and 
sat down to read it, incidentally  in a very un-
Sebaldian place − under a parasol on the beach 
promenade in sunny Viña del Mar − I soon 
realised, to my surprise and delight, that I 
actually understood quite a bit, but also then 
that my plan was thwarted, as the appeal was in 
barely understanding the context and thus 
rendering me plenty of space in which to play 
around.

The Japanese author Yoko Tawada, who lives 
in Germany  and publishes bilingual books, 
says somewhere that when you are speaking a 
foreign language, you are a bird and an 
ornithologist at the same time, a rather accurate 
description of my verbal inaccuray  in February, 
and I soon felt, in line with Tawada's pithy 
analogy, like a fledgling and a little boy, 
contemplating throwing rocks, just for the hell 
of it, as boys do, at some birds perched on an 
electric wire, although that image is quite hard 
to imagine in Chile, as most of the wires I saw 
were bundled together like ropes, hanging 
ominously  low, especially in Valparaíso, where 
you have to bow your head now and then as 
you make your way along the pavement. 

The apartment, which we rented from P's aunt, 
was in Miraflores, on a plateau overlooking the 
neighbouring cities Viña and Valparíso, as well 
as the Pacific. Valparaíso is by far the more 

interesting city. It is also dirtier, poorer and 
noisier than its neighbour, with its beaches and 
grand hotels. In winter, though, most of the 
towering buildings along the beach are 
abandoned, their windows black, shut. The first 
few days in Viña, then, we spent in Valparaíso, 
walking aimlessly  around, taking pictures, 
sitting down for a pisco sour, venturing into a 
bookstore whenever we came across one. I felt 
quite jealous at  P, who could pick up any book 
and immediately  understand it, while I could 
only understand, say, 30 per cent. All these 
intriguing authors I had read about: César Aira, 
Rodrigo Fresán, Alan Pauls. The familiarity  of 
the names, the shortcoming of language. 
However, in a moment of overconfidence I 
bought a book on Roberto Bolaño, Bolaño 
antes de Bolaño, by Jaime Quezada, who lived 
in the house of the Bolaños in Mexico in 
71-73, when Bolaño was a teenager, reading 
and rereading the great modernists, smoking 
incessantly and drinking tea with milk (which I 
read and understood from the back cover, and 
which may have been what prompted the 
aforementioned overconfidence). One of the 
first things I learned in that book was that 
Bolaño has, or had, a grandmother in Quilpué, 
a city situated between Villa Alemana and 
Viña, and which is where P's aunt Nancy  lives. 
Retelling a dream to, I think, Jaime, Bolaño 
says that he dreamt about his grandmother: 
’Volví en sueños al país de la infancia. En el 
cielo había una espada azul. Una gran espada 
azul sobrevolando los tejados marrones y rojos 
de Quilpué. [In dreams, I returned to the land 
of childhood. In the sky was a blue sword. A 
big blue sword flying over the brown and red 
roofs of Quilpué (P’s translation)] 

We climbed to the stark yellow Hotel Brighton 
in Valparaíso, a tiny  Victorian building perched 
on a cliff with a view over the Pacific and 
Plaza Aníbal Pinto, where the faint tunes from 
a street  jazz band came drifting up to us now 
and then, out of the fog, as it  were, which is no 
less denser than the Scottish Haar. It was just 

42



after two o’clock, I remember, because that's 
when they  stopped serving coffee. We settled at 
a table outside and ordered Piscos instead, 
looking out on the harbour, where the giant 
freighters loomed in and out of focus in the 
heavy  fog. On the chessboard tiles lay a black 
and white cat, his colours a tad fainter than the 
floor. It was quiet, we could barely make out 
the whir of the traffic in Aníbal Pinto. 

We put the books out on the table to 
take a closer look. One of the books P bought 
was Enrique Vila-Matas' El mal de Montano. 
The following weekend, halfway through the 
novel, P learned that  one of its characters, on a 
a New Year's Eve, hires every single room − 
nine in total − in Hotel Brighton.

A few days later I went on my own to 
Valparaíso. P was with her cousin who worked 
as a mystery shopper in La Calera, just north of 
Villa Alemana. My first stop was a drab 
restaurant off Avenida Colón. The premises 
were vacant, save for the owners, wife and 
husband presumably. I sat down at the bar and 
ordered a pisco, a task the man ceremoniously 
went about to carry out. A good five minutes 
later the drink was on the table. He clearly took 
great pride in making a proper pisco, sensing 
also, perhaps, that I was a tourist with holiday 
money  to spend. His wife went about her own 
ineffable business at the end of the bar, drying 
the same glass, it  seemed, all the time, while by 
the looks of it, there were other more urgent 
things that needed tending. Be that as it may, 
the drink was rather delicious, and all through 
the ten minutes it took consuming it, the man 
on the other side of the bar only took his eyes 
off me when I looked over and nodded 
approvingly, as if I were some expert, 
whereupon he looked humbly towards the floor 
before he resumed his intent eyeing of my 
progress with his, rather than my, drink.

My second pit stop for the day, after walking 
around in the hills Cerro Alegre and Cerro 
Concepción, was in a nameless bar in Arturo 
Prat (meaning literally  "talk" in Norwegian). 
The beer was cheap, the bar dark, so much so 

that I almost had to feel my way coming in 
from the blinding sunshine. As I sat down, a 
man came out from some curtains at the far 
side of the bar. I ordered my beer and lit a 
cigarette, watching  people walking past 
outside in a sunlight that seemed unnatural, 
artificial. As soon as my beer was served, the 
waiter started pacing back and forth between 
my table and the entrance, smacking his lips 
and humming little ditties to himself. At one 
point he halted at my table with his hands 
folded in front of him. Where from, my friend? 
he asked in English. Norway, I said. Holiday. 
The barman smiled broadly  and held out his 
hand. José, he said, pulling out his wallet and 
showing me his driver's licence, possibly, with 
a photo of a slightly  younger Jose, but with the 
same broad smile. José came from up north, 
near the border with Peru. There were only  two 
other men in the bar, sitting on stools far apart, 
eating, reading papers, so José lingered at  my 
table, now and then strolling over to the 
entrance, looking first  to the right, then the left, 
nodding. 

By and by, José lingered longer and longer at 
my table. As I did not follow his Spanish very 
well − enjoying his company, nonetheless − he 
took it  upon himself to teach me a few words.  
He pointed at things: the table, the chair, the 
beer, the ashtray, the mirror on the wall, and I 
named them in Spanish. He pointed at his 
thick, whitish moustache. Bigote, I said, adding 
a complement, whereupon José said gracias, 
and admonished me, I think, for not sporting 
one myself. Then he went over to point at his 
body: eyes, nose, mouth, ears. I once made a 
little song in Spanish where I enumerated the 
different body parts, but as I had only had two 
beers yet, I was quite reluctant to perform it. 
José looked at me with astonishment as I 
responded immediately, without hesitation. 
Good, he said, still in Spanish, but how many 
eyes do you have? Two, I said confidently, 
sipping my beer, humming my little song 
inside my head. No, José said. How many eyes 
do you have? Two, I said. No, José said.  He 
kept asking the same question, each time more 
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slowly, and I started feeling slightly 
uncomfortable. Blue? I said. No, no, no, he 
said. Then he put his forefinger at my forehead 
and said, How many eyes do you have? Three? 
I said hesitatingly. Exacto! he exclaimed. Aha, 
I said, not really sure what he meant. The 
Trinity? Something Biblical? If you don't 
understand, José said, just say  no. No? I said. 
Yes? he said. I don't understand, I said. José 
nodded and shoved himself up from his chair. I 
felt  bad, as if I had failed some test and was 
left to my own devices from then on. But José 
bade me look at him. Closing his eyes, holding 
his hands out in front of him, as if fumbling in 
the dark, he walked slowly around on the floor, 
enumerating European capitals. Paris, Berlin, 
Rome, Vienna. When he said Oslo, he halted, 
in the middle of the floor, opened his eyes, 
looked at me and said ‘Capiche?’

Later, seemingly still in good spirits, José 
found me with a map of Valparaíso and Viña 
del Mar on my table. I showed him the zigzag 
route I had undertaken earlier that day, walking 
the hills, and enquired about different ways to 
get  to La Sebastiana, Neruda’s house in 
Valparaíso, and could he point out the nearest 
funicular?, etc, but José assumed an aloof pose, 
took a cigarette from my pack, lit it and said as 
he exhaled: 
 I don’t like maps. I like the world. 
 What’s wrong with maps, I said. 
 They´re confusing. 
 I find them clarifying. 
 You can’t live in maps, he said, a 
statement it was quite hard to contradict, and 
so turning the map, turning, also, away from 
this slightly silly  argument, putting my finger 
on Scotland, barely  visible in the tiny 
representation of the world on the  reverse of 
the booklet, I told him I lived there, in Escocia, 
for 17 months, before I came to Chile. 
 Do you miss Scotland? José said, 
puffing his cigarette.
 Very much.
 Do you miss Norway?
 I don’t know.
 Family, friends?

 Of course. 
 But Norway is beautiful?
 Yes, yes.
 But cold.
 Very cold. 
 And different.
 Yes, different.
 Putting the booklet away, we went on to 
talk about José´s clothes. He kept changing the 
subject abruptly, as if he were the one getting 
increasingly  drunk, but I didn’t mind. Once 
again we went through the procedure of him 
pointing to objects and me naming them in 
Spanish. He pointed at himself: shoes (black, 
shiny), black trousers, white shirt (dishevelled, 
although I didn’t point that out), black vest 
with a pen in the right chest pocket. The only 
word I didn’t know in Spanish was bow-tie. 
Pajarita, José said. Como Sinatra. Regrets, I 
said, I’ve had a few, but then again, too few to 
mention. José smiled and straightened his bow 
tie, while the guy at  the bar turned around in 
his stool and looked at me as if to say, I don’t 
believe you.

In the weeks leading up to February 27, the 
date of the 8.8 earthquake the previous year, a 
series of minor temblors struck the southern 
part of the country. Apart  from two instances, 
most of these temblors went by  unnoticed on 
my part. The first happened in Villa Alemana. 
Still jet-lagged, P and I had just  laid down to 
take a quick nap. There was a muffled boom, 
as if a huge vehicle passed outside the bedroom 
window, rattling the pane. But the window 
faced a dusty sidestreet, and turning our heads 
towards the centre of the bed at the same 
moment, we looked at  each other and said, 
‘Temblor?’
 The second one occurred in the 
apartment in Miraflores. P was on her way to 
downtown Viña to buy some clothes, and I was 
alone in the apartment on the fourth floor, not 
doing much, apart from sipping water and 
walking across the floor every  now and then. 
This t ime there was a grea t boom, 
unmistakable, yet bewildering. I froze in the 
middle of the floor, thinking where’s the key. 
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A second later the building was swaying. I put 
my hand on the dining room table, feeling it 
move slightly, or maybe it was I who moved 
or, rather, who was moved. I could hear shouts 
outside on the landing as I tried to remember 
whether I was supposed to remain in the 
doorway or run down and out of the building. 
The latter alternative appealed, instinctively, 
the most, and having found the key, right 
beside my  hand on the table, I got out, 
anticipating another shake, or boom, or both, 
and closed the door. In apartment 34, on the 
landing below ours, I ran into an old lady who 
stood in her doorway with a clutched hand 
pressed against her chest. I asked her if she 
wanted me to help her get out. No, no, she said. 
Not really  knowing what to do I remained with 
her while she talked rapidly, repeating the 
words ‘fuerte’ and ‘trauma’, whereas I kept 
repeating my standard phrases, ‘I’m 
Norwegian, this is my first time in Chile’ − 
adding, ‘that was an earthquake, right?’
 Only gradually did I become aware of 
the other residents, my neighbours this month, 
who all stood crammed together in their 
respective doorways looking at us, as if the old 
lady  and myself somehow were the centre of 
events rather than the temblor.  Eventually 
people went back inside their apartments. Even 
though I didn’t really understand much of what 
the old lady said, and despite the fact that she 
really wasn’t a very good listener, I wished she 
would invite me in, make us some coffee and 
talk to me about previous earthquakes, what 
she was doing when they began. But she closed 
her door and I shuffled back up the stairs 
which, moments earlier, I had ran down, intent 
upon leaving the building and never returning. 
I felt alone, slightly  silly, unable to 
communicate, not even to myself, what I felt, 
what I should do. I suppose I felt a sense of 
relief. But as I made my way up the stairs, the 
doors above and below me now closed, I also 
felt hopelessly downcast.
 After pacing the apartment  from room 
to room, I finally decided to leave. Even 
though I hadn’t really expected anything, I was 
taken aback by the peace and quiet outside. No 

beeping car alarms, no people wandering 
aimlessly around. Only  an orange truck with a 
flatbed filled with gas tanks that said Abastible 
coming slowly  down the drive, with jolly, 
unnerving music, like an out of place ice cream 
van. In front of me a man, probably out  of gas, 
waved to the truck.
 I walked on in a daze, scratching my 
flea bites, relating very much to the stray dogs 
who are always around and who might saunter 
along with you for a stretch until an exciting 
smell distracts them and they  lag behind. 
Walking and scratching I thought about a haiku 
in Todas las Piedras by Alejandro Jodorowsky, 
which P had bought a few days earlier, and 
which went something like, The dog’s fleas 
think they’re the ones barking. 

Soon I found myself buying beer in a 
local kiosk, feeling tenderness, some sort of 
gratitude even, not only to the dogs, but also to 
my fleas, who I had never seen anything of 
except their bites.
 The apparently serene lives of the stray 
dogs were intermittently broken by veritable 
turf wars.  A few days after the temblor, 
coming up the staircase to our apartment in the 
night, we heard upset voices, crying, and found 
people looking out the windows on each 
landing. Opening our window we heard some 
commotion. When we turned off the bright 
lights, we could make out, first vaguely, then 
more clearly, the terrible scene: four dogs 
tearing a black one to pieces on a dusty square. 
In the throes of death the black dog 
occasionally emitted terrible screams, almost 
human-like. A few meters to the left lay  a white 
dog, slightly bigger, motionless. They´re 
killing that one as well, we heard from the 
staircase. A light came on on a patio below, and 
a young girl with a stick emerged, crying, 
shouting at the dogs below.
 The fight was soon over, the girl taken 
inside. All was suddenly quiet, save from some 
intermittent howling.
 The howling and yelping persisted long 
into the night, and eventually I gave up trying 
to fall asleep and got up instead. I watched TV 
for a while. First there was a report from 
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Bolivia, Sebastián Piñera with a grave face 
shaking hands with Evo Morales. The scene 
was striking in its contrast to a picture I had 
recently  come across in a newspaper, Piñera 
shaking hands with Berlusconi, both beaming 
with smiles. The report on TV, I gathered, 
addressed the dispute concerning Chile giving 
back land to Bolivia, which Chile annexed in 
the War of the Pacific, effectively turning 
Bolivia into a landlocked country. Relations 
improved under Bachelet, P had told me, but 
now the look of Piñera’s face more than 
anything revealed the lay of the land, as it 
were. Later there was a report  on a Chilean 
minister, who was being interviewed astride a 
horse, upright and apparently oblivious to the 
famous proverb.
 I turned channels, eventually settling 
for a program called Morandé con Compañía, 
featuring a camp clown called Popin, I think. 
A mix between bizarre talk-show and comedy, 
this night the gay clown hosted a mock anti-
talent show. At one point, accompanied by the 
shower score from Psycho, the clown chewed a 
banana, now and then opening his mouth, 
dropping the yellow dough into a glass of milk 
which he finally, with an evil smile, gave to a 
pale, overweight man in a wrestling costume, 
the audience beside themselves with disgust 
and laughter. 
 At dawn I turned the TV off and went 
over to the window and smoked a cigarette. 
The two dogs were no longer there, only the 
dusty square, strangley  vacant, not a trace of 
blood to be seen in the grainy light.

A few days before we left for Norway, we took 
the train to Villa Alemana to say goodbye to P
´s family. Between Viña and Quilpué the train 
passes through a barren landscape: cactuses, 
tiny  bushes and scrubs, a precipice with a 
riverbed of tiny pools of still, green water, 
further off in the distance a bridge, cars. As we 
passed through this I became aware that I was 
being watched. Standing opposite me to the left 
a young man was staring at me. I had been told 
to be cautious, that people might snap your 
belongings out of your hands leaving the bus or 

train. The fellow kept scrutinizing me and I got 
increasingly  anxious, angry, tired, thinking I’m 
ready  for a showdown, come and get it, or 
something equally unlikely. As the train pulled 
up in Estación Quilpué, he appropached me, 
my hand tightening its grip on the strap of my 
rucksack, his hand reaching into his own 
rucksack. When it re-emerged it  held a leafy 
notebook. Do you speak English, he said with a 
heavy  accent. I do, I said. Could you read my 
song, please? he said, opening the notebook 
and holding it out to me. The train pulled out of 
Quilpué. It  turned out that he had written his 
first song in English − the rest were in Spanish, 
and very sad − and he wanted me to read it and 
tell him what I thought about it. He used to 
play  guitar and sing in the train, but today  there 
were police on board, so he couldn’t. His 
English was quite rudimentary, albeit 
considerably better than my  Spanish, and I was 
impressed at how fearless he was, showing 
something he’d written to a stranger on a train 
one random afternoon. Reading the song, under 
his expectant look, I felt  honoured, but also 
slightly uncomfortable. The song was about a 
man who each night dreams about a woman, 
although it was unclear whether this was an 
actual woman or only a woman who occurred 
in his dreams, a good ambiguity in my eyes. 
The man longs for night, all he wants is to 
sleep, because that’s the only  way he can be 
with the woman he loves. 

As far as I could see, most of the 
grammar was correct. He must have worked 
hard on it. 
 When I got back to the flat  in 
Miraflores that night, I started humming Elvis 
Costello’s “Imagination (Is A Powerful 
Deceiver)”, humming having become a habit in 
the absence of music in the flat, and I recalled 
the encounter previously that day. I tried to 
remember how the song ended, but couldn’t, 
and still can’t. It was a simple song. The 
ending probably something along the lines of 
“it was all just a dream”.
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