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Creed 

 

Why should I feel it essential to say I am a believer?  Essential – is it only so to me?  

Is it essential to my mother?  If I am to convince her I am something more than a bum – 

Andy is a bum, she used to dismiss me, Andy Warhol is a bum – then I need to let myself 

know that my faith stems from something more than the desire to tie a sweat stained lace 

around a limp cock and let the friction of that sensation breathe life into the old girl between 

my legs.  I sometimes talk to this lady.  She smells like a bottle of vodka.  She throws in a 

little brandy.  She would not mind a little pint of Guinness.  And yet she is teetotal.  Not a 

drop will she accept.  The merest rivulet will not press from that sweet little hole in her 

centre.  She is a good girl who will behave as she believes she should.  She is a beautiful 

woman trapped between the scratchy balls, the hairy ass, the shitty stink of a man.  He is on 

heat and lady dick is disgusted with himself for the way he confesses which hand should 

touch his body and harm her into being what he believes she is, she was, she will be now and 

forever, till death do me part into the holy union of man and man.  When I go to a wedding, 

I long to dress in white.  I long to take the bride’s face and kiss it, and to leave my beard 

imprinted on the woman as Christ’s face was on Veronica’s veil on the way to Calvary.  You 

do not have a beard, you accuse me, but we do, all men do – that is what my mother always 

maintained – they can grow inside their skins.  They are hairy as Jesus is, engraving his image 

sweat on the white of Veronica’s headwear.  All men’s beards, be they dark or fair, their 

beards are red.  Their beards are blood.  Believe in blood.  Believe in flesh.  It is not only 

Esau who has hairy. So was his mother Rebecca.  Her wisdom depends on shaving the 

scripture on her arms, above her lips, behind her knees.  She is clear as a wife, the wife never 

had.  She puts wisdom to her mouth.  I draw breath.  I blow it through her whistle.  And I 

collect the sounds, their fragments, join them into a name, Messiah.  My prayer, my petition.  

Shall I tell you what it is I have hoarded in my heart? 
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Collect 

 

I sometimes have to laugh when I read what Jesus believed before he left his life.  

Was he being sarcastic?  Is it possible that the divinity should avail of the human gift of 

satire?  No, not satire – perhaps it is more accurate to state that the fucking proof Jesus 

could not be Jewish is that he had no sense of humour?  One day in Central Park I was 

sitting smelling the feet of the people of Atlantic – this is my secret but everyone had fins 

and stank of seaweed – didn’t I come across two young Mormons – a boy blond as a cloud, 

the girl his twin – who wanted to talk about the Saviour.  He was – wasn’t he – Semitic?  Do 

I mean Israeli?  Is that how you’d phrase it?  Do I mean Palestine – is that what you prefer?  

We do not know.  I asked them, would you believe in Christ, the Israelite?  Believe in Christ 

the Palestinian?  Would you believe in Jesus if he made you laugh?  He does make us laugh, 

they insult, his parables make us happy.  No, I don’t believe you, he is the reason you are 

cruising through the Park.  That is why he is not in the midst of us.  I ask the Mormon boy 

and girl if I have ruined their mission.  They look at each other.  They do not know how to 

answer me.  They ask if they may read me a letter, sent to them from mission control.  I ask 

them in the middle of Central Park to disclose the contents of their epistle. 
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Epistle 

 

The letter consists of nothing more than the babblings of some prophet.  He has 

promised onto his believers whatever it is prophets usually promise.  I decide I have listened 

enough to these mad deliberations, but they keep reading. I walk away, they follow me, still 

chanting of angels and heaven that they imagine will be like the milk and honey of their hair.  

I have long learned that in case of emergencies while in public places, it is always useful to 

carry a candy bar.  I take it from my pocket, crumble it and throw the chocolate over my 

tormentors.  The extraordinary thing is this attracts birds – birds of many shades of grey and 

black.  This multitude of our feathered friends gather about the melting brown of the 

beautiful Christians and gather them into their ascending flock, as I make my escape through 

the Park.  What happens next is true, Gospel true, I swear it. 
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Gospel 

 

When I look back, I see the creatures of air carrying well fed Mormons into the skies, 

light as if they were the birds’ feathers.  I can see burning candles in their hands.  The breeze 

about me has the sickly sweet of incense.  I hear human voices sing from the heavens, their 

crescendo increasing, culminating in the mighty roar of Convert, Convert, Convert.  This is a 

sign I must mend my ways.  I look down at my clothing and find I am dressed entirely in 

white raiment that touches me like my skin.  I discover I am naked in Central Park, protected 

only by the beating wings of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir of pigeons, blackbirds, seagulls, 

rooks, the odd linnet, the rare osprey and since this is a divine vision, I do believe a dodo has 

just entered from Fifth Avenue.  I rejoice in the fact I am chosen to receive this magnificent 

present.  I express my thanks by turning my face into full assembly of this multitude and I 

say, gosh.  They greet me back with a prolonged demand to convert, convert, convert. 

Should I do so, I suddenly realise I will be spiritually obliged to donate some of my income 

to the Mormon church.  That is not in my nature.  I decline their kind suggestion, pull on a 

pair of pants and a shirt, then I dash off, leaving no forwarding address.  I am a hustler.  I 

will not be a pilgrim to Utah.  Too much salt in the water disagrees with me – it leads to 

strokes and heart attacks – so that is not and never will be my city by the lake.  Wham – 

bam, thank you Jesus, but I have to make you another type of offering.  Could it be a secret 

– a big one – my biggest?  Is that what you want?  Or am I just teasing you?  Would you like 

to find out? 
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Offertory 

 

It must have been twelve, or thirty after twelve.  It was definitely afternoon.  Maybe I was ill 

and home from school.  No, that was not possible.  I could smell the kitchen cooking.  I 

think I was hungry.  We were not usually silent, myself and her.  Only when there was 

something wrong.  That was not often the case.  I prided myself on being a good boy.  I can 

only report the conversation as follows. 

She     Do you know – could you guess – who called here this morning? 

Me      Who? 

She     The cops.  That’s who.  They wanted to see you.  It was about something. 

Me      What was it about? 

She     You. 

Me      Why me? 

She     They’re not happy with you. 

Why are they not happy? 

What you do.  The way you put your hand down your pants.  Poking at yourself. 

What are they going to do to me? 

They won’t put you into jail.  But they could take you away. 

Where would they put me? 

They’ve got a big, black hole for boys who do that.  They would leave you there.  You’re 

seven years old now.  You must stop doing that.  It is dirty.  Nobody likes it. 
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Secret 

 

It is as if she has put a bullet up my dick. My boy’s body is paralysed.  I hear my 

mouth make a noise I do not recognise.  I cry nearly every day but not like this.  And I do 

not recognise what is pouring from me.  It is not the water of tears.  It is not easy as tears.  It 

is my house, my family’s furniture, its tables and chairs, its icebox and cupboards, the very 

kitchen itself trickles through me and out of me.  I realise then why I’m smelling the way I 

do.  It is because there is soup running from me and staining all my flesh.  I am convulsed 

with fear of the cops, and I cannot stop soup, torrents of soup nearly suffocating me, 

pouring itself out from every part of me.  I say I am sorry, really sorry, it is just that it hurts 

me, it hurts me so much, that’s why I have to touch it so that it stops hurting me.  I say my 

shorts hurt it as well, my Jockey shorts hurt it.  It hurts when I walk and it hurts when I sit 

and it does all the time.  But I promise to you and to God that no matter how much I am in 

pain down there, I will never poke again, I will never touch myself ever again.  Please tell the 

cops that.  Please don’t let them put me in the black hole where I will not be able to see.  I 

keep repeating and repeating myself and then I notice my mother is crying.  She says, why 

did I do that?  She is talking to herself – what possessed me?  Then she speaks to me.  Come 

on, be a good boy.  I won’t let anyone go near you.  You know that.  If you’re tempted again, 

you just think of God.  Make that sacrifice.  She keeps going on about sacrifice as she bathes 

me clean.  She tells me Jesus made so many sacrifices I could surely do this out of love for 

him.  Out of love for him.  She makes no mention of the miracle of the soup.  She treats it 

as if it were a regular bath night.  But I can see the colour in the water in fifty-seven different 

ways.  I know something strange has happened.  Only I can discern what is coming from my 

filthy body.  My mother is oblivious to my mess.  I am afraid it will block the drains but say 

nothing.  She asks me if it is nice to be clean and comfortable?  I answer, yes.  She asks if 

this is all I have to say – what is the magic word?  Thank you, I reply, but that is not the 

magic I can now perform.  I am looking at my mother’s face in the bathroom mirror and I 

turn the mirror into another mirror so my mother’s face is repeated 8627 times, as many 

times as there are ways of saying the name Jesus.  She does not know that I have multiplied 

her as I curse and blaspheme against my mother, against Jesus, against the cops.  If they 

expect a sacrifice from me, I will refuse.  I will poke myself.  I will bless myself with what 
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flows from me.  It will be my mother, my son, my ghost.  I will conjure strange victuals from 

my soup.  I will dine on myself.  And I will taste other men.  Even cops.  That will be my 

sacrifice. 
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Sacrifice 

 

I disdain too much contact with straight men.  It is nothing personal. It is just that I 

cannot give them the commitment they require.  Well, as a rule, they require.  They find 

themselves attracted to me because they know that my wealth, my art, my status, my 

detachment ensure I will not be any burden to them.  The lightness of my company is 

eventually irresistible.  I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve had to comfort these poor 

souls.  I do not show any visible signs of affection.  That might unman them.  That is the last 

thing on my mind.  No, instead I caress the darlings with my eyes.  When I am in their 

company,  I do not let them out of my sight.  And it is as if my glance conquers them.  I see 

them open their lips.  Their tongues are ready, I feed them the sacrament of my virginity.  

They dine on its delicious grace.  It cleanses them anew.  I sent them back to wives and 

sweethearts changed men.  So keen are these – my priests – to prove their love of ladies, I 

know of one who tastes the very breath of his beloved, leaving teeth marks on her breasts, 

the silly bugger.  I cannot be blamed for this mystical excess.  Did he not remember it was a 

sin to touch the holy of holies with anything but the tongue?  But let there be no retribution.  

Now is the time for breathing easily.  Letting it all hang out.  Forgive and forget.  What point 

in singling out what is probably a blameless guy and lashing him, why did you do it?  Why 

did you track my mother down and force her to put me through hell?  What devil did you 

embrace to do it to me?  Was the Sabbath black when you did invoke malign spirits to your 

aid?  Did you spit out the host and hurl it to the earth?  Did you curse your own mother?  

Do you threaten to damn my mother if she did not castrate you?  Is it any wonder that 

straight men find it difficult to consummate their desire for me when I would devour them, 

knuckle and thumb, shin and sole, nail and hair?  Can you blame me if I refuse their 

attentions, knowing as I do since I was seven years old what it is like to have the cops after 

you?  I pray to the moon, I thank it for my survival, that silver balloon rising through the 

mists, myself and that cold goddess ascendant as if like cats and dogs in unnatural 

communion. However, no-one can accuse me of owning cat or dog.  I am allergic. 
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Communion 

 

That allergy is extending from animals to people.  I find it impossible now to stay too 

long in once place.  It is why I must travel from city to city, party to party, keeping myself to 

myself, attended by servants who know which side their bread is buttered  and are content to 

smell the coffee and never spill the beans.  Why do I turn to food for my metaphor?  Is it 

because I no longer eat?  I do not so much diet as digest the air and can live on my own 

silent breath.  It is difficult to observe the barbarians chewing meat and vegetables, rinsing 

their foul mastications with the rot and wet of wine.  They flatter themselves.  I imagine their 

bowels scattering, their kidneys emptying.  But they are wrong.  I have never listened to dirty 

stories.  I would never kick in the bathroom door.  I do not own the necessary steel capped 

boots the men in my family prided themselves on possessing.  Well, occasionally I do put 

them on my feet, but they do not fit.  Too small, too weak, too silly, too cissy – yes, that 

monstrous word the school would use to torment.  I can use their torture – I am an artist.  

Torture has made me what I am today.  Had I not been like a girl, had I not have to – 

absolutely have to touch my dick to insist to my doubting brain my body was a boy – had I 

not to take pleasure in my revenge against you all – had I not been able to bleed you dry with 

my thirsty painting, had I not the enjoyment of convincing you, you could do as well, but 

not better, had you not believed you couldn’t because I did it first, then I could never have 

given thanks as I expect you to do when I said, the mass is ended, give thanks to the Lord. 
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Thanksgiving 

 

Or as they say in the old country – Ite, misse est – deo gratias. 
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poetry 

 

 

ANTICISM! 

Five Poems and a Manifesto 

Kevin McFadden 

 

 

 
Scum Rises 

 [Narcissus] 
 
 
The cream always floats to the top.  
So does the scum. So does comparison, up  
from what’s mere muck, mire metaphor  
would flower out of, and so on with 
the similes, and so on with the show . . .  
and so on. I’m ever looking down on you 
and you are ever lying. My love is proof  
of truth’s angle of refraction: you are lost in 
slant-ration and I am fond of posing  
postulations. A mendacity needn’t be truthless, 
for example. You there, in the pond appearing  
peered-at, come up and see me sometime.  
Let’s delve for the above. When will we 
(will we ever) get over ourselves? 
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At Amen 
[Echo] 

 
 

A mendacity needn’t be truthless, 
you said. I hung on your words 
in those days . . . oh, the wounds 

I heard inside your swoons, the lays 
I laid around your blaze . . . I admit 

your intentions were more than half 
my inventions. Not love, some other empire: 
the early attentions and the late attenuations.  
But I wanted a lover, not—my abettor— 
a better. The awfully big hows of your little 
light whys, I think of you now and then: 

A mendacity needn’t be truthless . . . 
if you ever lost me at ruthless, 
you had me at amen.  
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Loan, Glasgow 
 
 
Where I first learned to say things, Ohio, my accent 
was the local legal tender: good in Edinburg 
as Dublin or London. Then came Glasgow (proper). 
One year abroad in broad Glaswegian, the notes 
brought from home bouncing everywhere, overdrawn. 
Want a wild time? In Glasgow time was tame. 
See the town? You had to hear the tune. New loans, 
including my name; I began saying Cave-in 
if I wanted the right introduction in a pub. The road 
was rude, the power sometimes poor. My voice 
skim milk in that butterchurn of gutturals, Scots vowels 
clotted and spread like cream, I learned to hear 
everything twice and nothing the same. Glasgow 
still hasn’t left me alone: it’s left me a lane. 
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A Used Car 
 
 
Track team’s door-to-door hawking Redenbacher’s. 
The neighbor’s new Olds, your old news 
on the stoop, the Joneses who need keeping up with, 
the Nielsons who watch for us, watching. 
 
These families we speak of, today we all know 
who means what. But tell those Kaufmann kids  
“we gave at the office”—who’ll know what we meant 
in a thousand years, our spell to fend off vendors? 
 
Why leave posterity anything? It’s holding back from us.  
I mean to take some flavors out of this world.  
It’ll give the translators something to suck on  
[1McDonald’s . . . a carnivorous clan-name, 
 
renowned for building arches.] [ 2Smuckers . . .  
a brand if lost to history, known to rhyme]. 
Royal families, oil families, that Rockefeller  
fella, names generations lived with, or up to. 
 
Let COMING SOON read the labels, maybe 
window-shop at Macy’s, or the esoteric Peterson’s  
[3Auto Oasis]. The future’s discerning. Afford it a Ford  
or two for every what’s an Edsel? That’ll learn it. 
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Ité 
 
 
Go, my interrections, with enough muck about, 
seek new illigation, another rake and lake: 
 
the light has not lain, 

the rain’s not right. 
 
Fresh of my flesh, flock of my frock,  
 
we (fade to wet)  

ask (fade to bask) 
 
to be set on fire not on file. Arrayed not allayed. 
 
Flee this rand. Go revel and lever in the one-off world… 
what lows they may take 

from these rows. 
 
(Fade to stake.) 

(Fade to crows.) 
 
Cannot tell my else from my arse 
and the fishpond is correcting nothing. 
 
(Cloud fade to clod.  

Dry fade to day.) 
 
Crown of my clown, crutch of my clutch, may they lead you; 
glow, grow; be kindled, be kindred. 
 
O (fade to go) 

go (fade to god) 
 
offer a player a prayer: 
 
see that I’m not collected ahead of my time.
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Manifesto Cries 
 
 

Minute-maids and second-fiddles, our hour has arrived: and the clock-hands are pointing 
upward toward Anticism!  

 

Anticism is eight-elevenths Romanticism. Blake had he read the stalls of a public-school 
restroom. Wordsworth had he wandered lonely as a could and danced with folded faiths. 
The sly echo of the Byronic hero. Anticism arrives—like funk to a summer potato—when 
there’s something perverbial in the church and rotten in the state. It is shape-changing, 
change-shaping, a border-crosser, a gut-checker. It values listening before enlisting, twisted 
noting before setting it down. 

 

Cleanse the doors of perception all you want, take the doors off the jambs: one is always 
hung by some frame. The way things are put is at least as important as the puttering of the 
putter. If the choices are self-consciousness or self-deception, Anticism considers the or. 

  

What goes on origins in the morning, aporia in the afternoon, stupor in the evening?—The 
Riddle of Anticism! 

 

One can sing even in the downtime and be up to something. Anticism plays on playfulness 
(full synapse), the stuff on which dreams are smear’d, on which puns are spun. Its hand is 
heavy, its soul is light: the specific gravity of a graffito. It is the disposition of the 
dispossessed; its saint is Hamlet, its church the Congregation of Vapors. 

 

Quit calling it “elliptical.” It is comma-cal. It is high-colonic; often semi-colonic. More can 
be done with one well-telegraphed dash than is dreamed of in all your soft filigree (stop). 

 

Anticism is the answer to the age of columny. We must bring to account the blunters and 
blatherers. It is a call to music—see sharp or be flat. It is a call, to wit, to wit. The newsprint 
of ten-thousand non-events is thick on our hands and ten-thousand more sound-bites wax in 
our ears. We must kick poetry’s headline habit (the dope of the op-ed, the trope-gear of 
reportage) and stop writing copy. We must break the column. Ergo, Anticism is 
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Arch 

Nuanced 

Terse 

Ironic 

Colloquial 

Ingenious      without  Regurgitation 

Sublime        without  Opium 

Mysterious    without   Mysteriousness 

 
Eight-elevenths is the sacred proportion of the aesthetic. Eight-elevenths of any work 
should be unwritten “immaterial” that is loaded and latent in the text…the ether there in the 
three. Anticism is also eight-elevenths Giganticism (a branch focused on larger quarrels) and 
eight-elevenths Pedanticism (a branch devoted to littler quibbles). But this is mere 
semanticism; Anticism prefers to do the piddle math. 
 
Know the true by its ism and the false by its hood. Realism=A smiler. Sincerity=Sir Nicety. 
You won’t catch a conscience by bowing deep; mind country matters, mind the pall of grin-
bearers, mind the courtesy begetting villainy. Forget the money, follow the etymology. Play’s 
the thing. 

 

Poets not yet poetic will find the path not yet pathetic. Beware the false ocean of emotion, 
the false floor of the florid. Love not excess: be not a howl, be a wandering bark. To the 
roofs when the deluge comes, and be ready, they don’t call them rafters for nothing! Flood 
the streets with Anticism, the way not waded, the road not rowed—or what? or else—if the 
ands won’t serve, then take to the ors. 

 
 
 

Kevin McFadden’s Eight Poems In The Manner of OuLiPo appeared in Archipelago 6.1 
www.archipelago.org/vol6-1/mcfadden.htm. 

http://www.archipelago.org/vol6-1/mcfadden.htm
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fiction 

 

 

The Caliph of Baghdad 

Isabel Fargo Cole 

 

I pity the statesmen and those who take their ventures for reality, I pity them and smile.  
For I know that their deeds are not real; if they were, how could we bear all the pain this 
statesmanship has brought upon us?  I know: all that is real is what I have thought […].  I know 
it, and I walk the streets of the city, ride on the roofs of the omnibuses, descend into the shafts of the 
Underground with my secret like Harun al Rashid.  I walk through Baghdad, incognito as the 
Caliph.   

—Hermann Ungar, “The Caliph” 

 

 

The outbreak of war sent me into a state of apathy which lasted several years.  I left 

my husband, immersed myself in my financial difficulties and the search for work.  Then I 

worked all I could.  And I followed the developments in my home country and in the distant 

countries where we fought.  I had drifted away from my circle of friends, my ex-husband’s, 

and making new friends didn’t come easily.  It was my ties back home that stirred, the 

tormenting mutual incomprehension which made me feel for the first time like an exile – like 

someone with a homeland. 

I worked from my apartment, carried on the hopeless argument with friends and 

family from my desk.  I watched them and their words and the war we wrote about as if 

through the wrong end of a telescope.  Evenings I spent in cafes and bars.  It was 

comforting to be around people who had nothing to do with it all.  I wished they would 

acknowledge me, even with a casual gesture, but no gesture was forthcoming.  They sensed 

that I fed upon their lives, and instinctively they shied away.  I was ashamed of that, but I 

learned to live with my shame, and soon it felt like love. 

Best of all, no one knew where I came from.  It was good to have a secret.  It gave 

meaning to my silence: I was a proud pariah, an exile, an abdicator. And this in turn made 

me, a mere observer, innocent. 
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I read a great deal, in the cafes and at home, mainly writers from between the wars, 

whose clear-eyed despair appealed to me.  Back then despair was not so far removed from 

the source: a belief in the good life. 

Now I had money saved, more than ever before.  I could do all the things I had 

dreamed of and then forgotten – for instance, I could go to Vienna.  My husband had always 

refused to visit Vienna; he said it was too expensive. 

 

I took the train to Vienna and found a room in a small hotel in the Josefstadt district.  

It had been the right thing to do.  I wasn’t a stranger anymore – at least it was natural for me 

to be a stranger.  I was traveling, after all.  No need to be ashamed of feeding on people and 

places; I was here to take everything in.  And the strange dialect made me want to speak.  I 

said, “I’m from Berlin” and smiled to myself.  The truth was all one to the Viennese.  They 

took a jaded pride in the notion that what they called home was one great self-deception.  

Like telling lies or dreaming, it was easy to look people in the eyes.  I felt as if I could meet a 

man.  The third night after my arrival I went to a bar not far from my hotel, whose matter-

of-fact elegance promised the right kind of intoxication. 

At the end of the bar sat a dark, strikingly handsome man in worn jeans and a filthy 

sweatshirt.  “Drunk as a lord,” I thought, smiling at the expression I had never used before.  

He didn’t belong here: he was aristocracy, or scum.  He looked like one of those foreigners 

they tolerated here as cheap labor.  When he called hoarsely for another beer I knew my 

countryman.  Not a subject, a citizen of the empire. 

My countryman’s German was perfectly respectable, and it was obvious what he 

wanted.  But the bartender refused to understand him.  Maybe he had something against 

foreigners, or he thought the man was drunk enough already and might cause trouble.  

Though now I felt that the man was not so much drunk as beside himself. 

“He wants another beer,” I said, moving closer, and the bartender turned to the tap 

without a word. 

“Where are you from?” I asked the man in our language. 

He looked at me with tired, haughty eyes.  “Detroit,” he said. 

“And what are you doing here?” 
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“I’m in the army.  Stationed in the south of Germany.  We were about to be 

deployed.  I deserted.” He had said it to himself a hundred times, and this was the first time 

he had said it out loud. 

“I understand.” 

“Don’t say you understand.  You think I’m afraid.  You think I never thought I’d 

really have to kill anyone.  But I would have fought anywhere.  Afghanistan.  Korea.  Not 

there.  That’s where my family comes from.  They had to leave, years ago.  We have noble 

blood.  We’re the last ruling family.  But no one knows that anymore.  Those so-called 

dissidents, that exile government they had waiting in the wings – they have no business 

there.  They have no connection to the people, the history of the land.  All they can do is 

prop up an artificial construction that outsiders put together.  We have the roots, we 

understand the country, we can keep the peoples together, weld them together, found the 

state they believe in, they live for.  What is happening now is a crime against history.” 

“I understand.” 

“You don’t understand.” He looked away.  My breath caught.  His profile was so fine 

and true.  “I won’t go back to occupy my homeland.” 

“I understand.” 

Then we went to my hotel. 

 

He slept for a long time.  When he woke, he dressed quickly and said, “What would 

you say if I went back to the army, off to the war?”  What could I say, watching from the 

sidelines?  He should do what he had to do.  I wouldn’t stand in his way.  But what did he 

have to do?  “It has a hold on you. . . “ I began.  He looked at me in surprise and I stopped.  

It was already said. 

He kissed me and went. 

 

I felt more and more at home in Vienna.  The city was living proof that the good life 

was still thinkable after the collapse.  Of the vanished empire only the beauties remained.  

Several days after meeting my countryman, I went to the Kunsthistorisches Museum to see 

the Bruegels.  There was one I looked at for a very long time.  I must have seen it before, in 

a book, but it seemed utterly new and unfamiliar.  Only now did I see what a strange, 

disturbing picture it is. 
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It’s called “The Conversion of Paul” and shows an army crossing a mountain pass.  

Soldiers trudge up the steep road from the left, far away stragglers file along paths that skirt 

the abyss.  In the foreground the path bends, winding up into the mountains that rise cliff 

upon cliff without reaching a summit, not even on this towering canvas.  The unsettling 

thing is the absence of faces.  The soldiers coming up the path bow their heads, showing 

their helmets like shiny tin skulls.  In the foreground, heads hanging, they turn their backs on 

the viewer and march away. 

But a little further on confusion seizes the host, it jams the road, falling back before 

an astonishing accident.  Saul has fallen, struck by a ray from heaven.  A laughable figure, 

sprawling there with one arm raised theatrically next to his kneeling horse.  His uplifted face 

is visible, like the faces of those who have turned to stare.  But at that distance they are 

almost impossible to make out.  The general’s fall, the divine disruption, the people’s panic – 

all that is lost in the crowd.  Inevitably, swiftly, the dismay will spread until it has seized the 

entire army; for now, though, that is only a prediction.  And all those who have marched on 

ahead, up the dark, steep road, will go a long time without knowing that something has 

happened. 

The center, the actual eye-catcher of the painting, is a horse’s bulging rump.  Its 

rider, nothing but a voluminous, black, armor-like doublet, stretches out one arm in a 

startled motion like that of a reaper.  Beneath him the horse stands stolidly presenting the 

viewer with its powerful white buttocks. 

I took that as an affront.  All this time I had seen myself as a mere observer. Now I 

realized that even the observer, seeing nothing but backs, is condemned to fall in and march 

in a stupor toward the place of heavenly invasion. 

 

Now that I know the soldier’s secret, the thought of the war is more painful, but no 

longer so hard to bear.  During our pitilessly slow defeat I felt there might be some meaning 

to it after all, if not for us, then for others. And if no meaning, then at the very least 

necessity. And I had my part in it. When the new republic was proclaimed, the new league, 

the new empire, I recognized the young ruler in his strange garments and understood that 

my countryman had gone back to his homeland.  
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fiction 

 

 

The Caliph 

Hermann Ungar 

tr. from the German by Isabel Fargo Cole 

 

I have no confidante but this paper. That is the wonderful thing about my secret, 

that I have it all to myself. I smile sometimes to recall that I have excluded all others from 

my secret. At times I think it would be good to have an initiate. Just one, by no means more. 

In company we could smile at each other knowingly, and this smile would exclude all others. 

I would wink at the initiate when I passed him on the street, and alone in a room together 

we would slap our knees and laugh out loud at the world’s stupidity. But whom should I 

confide in? One, I fear, would not appreciate the secret, another would inwardly mock me, a 

third would break his secrecy. I am raising myself a trustworthy initiate. It is my son. When 

he is twenty, perhaps even eighteen, I will let him in on my secret. I will open the cabinet; I 

will hand him the proof. I have proof, I am not indulging in empty prattle or in innuendoes. 

My proofs are numbered, dated, the most important under seal. I have saved them, not only 

to shield myself from doubt and disbelief — what do private concerns matter in the greater 

scheme of things — but because I feel duty bound before the conscience of the world to 

save these important documents for future generations. 

I must note that I am thought to be nothing but a small-time tradesman. I conduct 

my business like any other tradesman, visiting my clients and selling confectionery. My 

clients are the proprietors of small shops in town. I talk to them about the prospects for the 

harvest, the rising prices, the slow business. I ask about their sons and daughters, about the 

rheumatism of one, the stomach spasms of the other. I have known my clients for many 

years. My conversations differ in no way from the conversations of other tradesmen. The 

difference between me and other tradesmen is my secret. When I display my samples, push 

the sale, record the order, when I leave the shop with or without success, I am at all times 

conscious of my secret. I know that no business fiasco can embitter me, any more than the 
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delight at a done deal can be mentioned in the same breath as the other, greater, purer 

delight in my secret. 

I long for the moment when my son will reach adulthood. Discussions of rising 

prices or politics in his, the initiate’s, presence will have the exquisite charm of a comedy 

which only the two of us understand and which we play out of waggishness when I earnestly 

expound the views of the tradesman I seem to be. My son will know that I am something 

quite different and that from whimsy and delight in secrecy I indulge in the little joke of 

taking seriously the role that others assign to me. He will have inspected the dossiers which 

reveal to him what I in all secrecy have done. 

He will know that his father is a great statesman. A great statesman, yet modest 

enough to go on playing the small-time tradesman, pursuing without superiority the 

wretched living of an agent, joining without pride in the naïve conversations of friends and 

relatives. He’d have good cause to be as proud as the others, my son will think. What have 

they accomplished and what has he? Through a wise alliance with Russia which I, his son, 

found in his desk, did he not make that ill-starred year 1866 into a peaceful, happy one? Did 

he not, he whom they take for an insignificant little man, reconcile France and Prussia 

without a war, through foresighted statesmanship, thus sparing hundreds of thousands in 

1870 from death, mutilation and tears? All this, perhaps, because he was free from personal 

ambition, because his great influence behind the scenes did not tempt him to aspire to the 

outward brilliance of other statesmen. 

So my son may say. I do not know whether he would be saying too much. I am 

happy to leave that verdict to the future generations who will study the dossiers. I shall say 

only that my aspiration as a statesman was to secure peace and progress for all the world’s 

peoples. Fate graciously allowed me to prevent all the wars waged by other statesmen of my 

age. I had the good fortune not to depend on the reports of the diplomats. I had the good 

fortune to make my decisions in the quiet of my study, without thirsting for the triumph and 

acclaim of the day, for the ovations of the misguided masses, fully conscious of the grave 

responsibility God had placed upon me. I weighed the intellectual and economic currents 

and forces, and I decided impartially, for I never lost sight of the fact that each one of my 

decisions will reverberate for decades, for centuries, that the face of the world changed the 

moment the decision left my head and became reality on paper, in notes, letters, treaties and 

alliances. This is part of my secret’s great burden, that the others I speak with do not suspect 

that I made history take a different path than they imagine. How I smile when I hear and 

read of the ventures of other statesmen who have choked the world with war and famine. 

And how my heart lifts at the thought that it was given to me to keep peace and order 



HERMAN UNGER                                                                                                                                            The Caliph 

ARCHIPELAGO                                                                31                                                       Vol. 10, Nos. 3&4, 2007 

through — is it presumptuous of me to say so? — the wise exploitation of political 

opportunities. 

I pity the statesmen and those who take their ventures for reality, I pity them and 

smile. For I know that their deeds are not real; if they were, how could we bear all the pain 

this statesmanship has brought upon us? I know: all that is real is what I have thought, as 

recorded in the documents in my cabinet. I know it, and I walk the streets of the city, ride on 

the roofs of the omnibuses, descend into the shafts of the Underground with my secret like 

Harun al Rashid. I walk through Baghdad, incognito as the Caliph. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes to “The Caliph”: 

1866: Year of the Austro-Prussian War, or Seven Weeks’ War, deliberately provoked by Prussian 

chancellor Otto von Bismarck in an attempt to oust Austria from the German Confederation and unify 

Germany under Prussian dominance. Prussia crushed the Austrians at the Battle of Sadowa (Königgrätz) on 

July 3, 1866. 

 

1870: Franco-Prussian War, July 19, 1870 – May 10, 1871. Conflict between France and Prussia 

provoked by Bismarck. The Prussian victory signaled the rise of German military power and imperialism. 

incognito as the Caliph: In the “1001 Nights” Caliph Harun Al-Rashid (“the righteous”), a ruler of 

legendary benignity, is said to have wandered Baghdad incognito to listen to the thoughts and concerns of the 

people. 
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autobiography 

 

from 

My Father’s House 

A Childhood in Wartime Bavaria 

 

Beatrix Ost 

tr. from the German by Jonathan McVity with the Author 

 

Where is it written what one gets in life, or what  one really needs? The body remembers 

everything,  remembers what happened, too: blows, shoves,  drowning, tender gestures, 

rhythms, screams,  whispers. Stench. French kisses. The scent of the  hand that pressed itself 

across your face to stifle  a scream remains in your memory forever. 

 

Letters 

 

I had not meant to start my cleaning there, not wanted to open the wardrobe I had 

inherited after Mother’s death, to turn the great key embedded in the embossed door and 

peer into the dim chaos my eyes would have to adjust to; nor to draw the ribboned packet 

from the jumble of papers and photo albums; nor be curious; nor even put on the eyeglasses 

dangling around my neck. What awakened my curiosity was not a chain of events linking one 

thing with another, but a deeper connection wearing the face of coincidence. 

I am in my house in Virginia, holding the sixty-year-old bundle, green heat pressing 

in from outdoors. A ceiling fan groans above me. For twenty years people have worried it 

could come crashing down. I take a seat, loosening the knotted rose and yellow ribbon 

holding the letters together, and pick up the first envelope. Scribbled across it: From the front. 

I know this hand from signed documents, and from the end of letters typed with his 

two middle fingers, closing with the zigzag signature: Your Fritz or Your obedient servant, Fritz 

Ost. Precipices, nothing round. 

Once my father wrote me a letter, the only one ever. I was at boarding school and 
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had just made it through my second year of Latin. I opened the envelope and read: Beata 

Filia. He had written the letter in Latin, and I was to answer him in Latin, too. I knew the 

length of the letter was laid down in advance: one whole page. My father had never asked me 

for anything. It would have been unthinkable not to play along, unthinkable not to comply 

with his wish. A lot depended on it, though exactly what was not clear. I just had to write 

this letter. 

Pater Carus, I began. Then, agricola cum equi appropinquat, inquiring whether the farmer 

is approaching with his horse. My large ornamented letters were designed to fill the page. So 

different from the letters I wrote to my mother from boarding school, where I could just 

drivel on and she would find it all “exquisite.” Including the letter I wrote when the dress, 

the one she had promised me, the one with cornflowers printed on rayon, was stolen or lost 

in the mail. It was my postwar dream dress, cut for me, not just a smaller version of 

something I had inherited from my sister, Anita, no, tailored solely for me from its very own 

piece of fabric. I dreamt of this dress and mourned its loss in my lonely dayroom bed, oh so 

far away from Mother. 

I have to think of my mother. Everyone who came in contact with her loved and 

admired her. Twelve years earlier, when she was ninety, I had made the journey from New 

York to Munich and found her lying in her bed for hours each day, dreaming. I washed her 

face, her back, her arms, her legs. It did her good. I oiled the tender skin. We scarcely spoke. 

My mother swam on a foggy river of memories, playing tennis with her brother, who 

had fallen seventy years earlier in the First World War. Holding her father’s hand, she 

stepped into the Royal Porcelain Works, where one could buy his china designs. If the 

Queen was out and about on foot, the child made a deep curtsey; her father bowed, lifting 

his hat: Your Royal Highness. The Jugendstil house where they lived. In its garden, the 

goldfish pond. The palazzo on the island of Giudecca where they wintered. The Venetian 

mirror.  

I can still remember the steep staircase, she whispered.  

On a wave she rocked back into her childhood, back into the room, back to me. I 

was her mother now. 

Between breathing and silence, we strolled through her life. Now she could talk 

about everything. There were no more secrets. No barriers between mother and child.  

My Fritz was a difficult man, made it hard on himself. A textbook pessimist. I would 

never have left him, she said in a hushed tone. 
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You, Mama, by contrast, were that much more cheerful. 

Oh, one has to be. Yes, you get that way; otherwise, you’re done for. After the war 

he lost interest, my Fritz. The collapse of Germany suited him. Then he finally could have 

his breakdown, too. You were our straggler. The Fritz I knew� .� .� .  

Her voice lost itself in the garden of thought. A strip of lace from her slip was visible 

at the bodice of her blouse. 

You still wear your beautiful slips, I said. 

Yes, yes. 

And the perfumed cotton ball in your bosom. 

My Fritzl gave me the lingerie. Always salmon-colored—he loved that. This is the 

last of it. 

For a long week her spirit fluttered from the bed to the window, until one night the 

glass broke: the draft made off with her soul. When I stepped into her room she was no 

longer there, only the cool skin, the bones, the profile on the white pillow. She lay between 

sheet and coverlet like a flower between the pages of a book. A legend, an earthly goddess. 

After her death Anita and I organized an auction between the two of us at her house. 

We took turns picking out objects. The little packet of letters lay on a table next to photo 

albums and other bric-a-brac. I cried, hazy from exhaustion, from the loss. It hit me like a 

slap in the face as I smelled the odors, saw everything that had nothing more to do, yet had 

everything to do with my mother. These objects would never again feel her touch, nor her 

gaze. Split between me and Anita, they would metamorphose into our possessions. 

Anita, too, had cried her share. Yesterday, at the crematorium, she had still been 

sobbing. She was the last to arrive. Her children and her husband had already taken their 

seats. She had on a new fur, which impressed itself on my memory, although it had nothing 

really to do with mourning the death of our mother. 

Anita took a picture from the wall and piled it onto her stack. That was when the 

ribboned packet caught my eye: coincidence, non-coincidental. I recognized the handwriting 

and reached for it. 

Those have to be burned, said Anita sternly. Too intimate. 

I’ll think it over, I replied. Perhaps I will want to read them. 

I thrust the packet into my purse, took it with me to America, and forgot it for 
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twelve years in the shadow of the wardrobe. 

Now I am as old as Father was when he took his life, and I have found these letters.  

 

&  &  &  & 

 

A Minotaur guards the place and time whence they came: Bavaria, 1939–40. My 

mother was in her last month of pregnancy with me; my father had already been called up to 

the front.  

 

Ninety-five days already. The physical and mental waste the military mentality forces 
upon a man in professional life. My good heart, my very dearest, measured against me you are so 
incomparably grand and brave in your steady grasp of life, while I have tormented myself like a 
hobgoblin throughout these days of war, and have found no redemption so far. Sometimes my sense 
of humor helps me through, and my ability to get along with people. But you must be grander, and 
be able to forgive me many a weakness, so that I can make it through all these alterations of my 
spiritual equilibrium and manage to bridge this period of madness. Make yourself beautiful when I 
come around on Tuesday. I like it so very much. 

 

My father’s handwriting no longer strikes me as jagged and steep like the Alps. It got 

that way later on, perhaps, or seemed to, because I only knew him from another angle. But 

the man sitting next to me, writing these letters, is a stranger. Him I do not know. There are 

gentle meadows between the cursive mountains, rounded valleys polished by glaciers. The 

soft gray pencil woos the page, shadows cast by the intimate thoughts of a father I never 

knew, actually never thought possible. 

I unfold the letters, smooth them on the table with my hand, and order them by 

date. At the time I was born, my parents had already been married for eighteen years, and 

still they wrote one another love letters. My heart is pounding. I’ve been letting the 

telephone ring. It’s like� .� .� .� Like what? Like the reel of my parents’ life running 

backward before my eyes. By the time I reach the last letter, I will have accompanied them 

on a long walk, as if I had been there with them back then.  

In the next letter I have just been born.  
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Dearest Adi, 

I trust you will have withstood the strains endured by body and soul. I would like to wait 
a bit before my vacation, until the household has adjusted smoothly to the improvement in your 
health, so that we, too, get something for ourselves. We both should just wish and hope that little 
Beatrix will flourish. It would all be so lovely, if this war did not bring fresh sorrows for us and 
everyone else. Which makes me glad you are always so full of optimism and really never despondent.  

The imperfect management of the estates put under my command weighs heavily upon me, 
but what should I do? What can I do? Otherwise, forced to be conscious of the inalterable, I have 
accustomed myself quite well to the soldier’s life in general and my area of service in particular. But 
you have no idea how hard this sometimes is for me. There is just one comfort: that things are just 
as bad for thousands of others who must also take upon themselves this situation that has been 
forced upon us. But it must come to an end sometime, and I do not believe in any way that there 
will be too long a war. And this simply from the realization that after the experience of 1914–19, 
mankind can no longer be as moronic as it was. So I am hoping our final decades will generally 
prove rather more leisurely than the difficult past. Then our children too will have a future, and we 
will know what we have lived and suffered for. 

Keep a closer eye on Uli so he does not lose his trust in you and in me. He is at a nasty 
age: intensely independent, grown up too early, coarse and yet sensitive, a child and a man at the 
same time. He is, in short, a difficult case. You, my darling, have difficult tasks and duties before 
you. Meanwhile, Anita, my Butz—this willful little person must not be allowed to drift into the 
shadows. Plenty to accomplish and to answer for. 

The most grating thing for me is this current powerlessness, all these questions of the 
present and the future that move us both. I feel the lack of your closeness so badly. You have 
always given me so much, with your great love and clever appraisals of my personality. When you 
are present I need no “accent.” You alone are enough! Is that not delightful for you, to have a 
confession like that from me in writing for once? You know, when one is alone one realizes for the 
first time what one has left behind. So what I wish for you is that you recover thoroughly, regain 
your strength, and become a pretty, slender Adelheid again. 

 

& & & & 

 

The Minotaur keeping my parents’ secret opens the door to the labyrinth. I step 

inside. 

A tanned, powerful hand rests on my mother’s belly, caresses the length of her 

thighs, touches her breast, kisses her eyelids. I gaze through the wall with the bird wallpaper 

I remember so well, into my parents’ bedroom.  

Adi sits at the vanity with the oval porcelain Nymphenburg mirror. It still existed 
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then, had not yet slipped off the nail and gone crashing down upon the dresser and the 

flacons, bursting into a thousand slivers. She weaves her hair into a long braid for the night. 

The sleeve of her lace nightgown glides from her shoulder.  

Fritz lies in bed and reads by the light of the bedside lamp. Now he sets his book 

aside.  

Come to beddy-bye. We have already been standing at attention here for five 

minutes waiting for you, he says, laughing.  

Adi can see him in the mirror. She tosses the braid down her back, goes over to the 

bed, and lets the nightgown fall on the yellow bedside rug. A little shy, she holds her hand in 

front of her breast.  

They kiss.  

Fritz bends her head back. Take hold of me, he orders gently, and she does.  

She closes her eyes. When the bed creaks and he grows too loud, she holds her hand 

protectively over his mouth, or they press down deep into the feather cushion so no one will 

hear through the wall.  

A light in passing flits across the ceiling, across the feather bed, the cushions, the 

gown on the rug. 

 

& & & & 

 

Dearest Adi, 

My female acquaintanceships and friendships are not so close that you need have 
apprehensions. Here, too, the vanity of the “man over 40” plays its part—the last hurrah before 
true old age. You know, it is such a joy (and so proud are we) to come off as the “victor” in so large 
a stable of males. You have no idea how frantically this girl-crazy bunch chases petticoats, probably 
out of sheer vanity. And in the final analysis, just so they can give one another a poke in the eye. 
You understand this sort of thing because you know the male soul through my openness, and with 
me it really is that way. A big dog that barks but bites very little. So set your mind at rest and 
permit me my little pleasures on the side, which really do you no damage. You, my good heart, you 
belong to me and I to you! 

You are so full of love! My only ray of hope is that here I can ride my horse every day. 
But in spite of this I still sleep so fitfully and briefly, in contrast to life at home, where I can sleep 
like a bear. It’s probably the missing vis-à-vis in bed.  
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Oh, stop, war! But mustn’t whine. Sleep well with your flock of children, and kiss 
everyone. Good night, my darling, my love. A heartfelt kiss and devotion from yours, 

Fritz 

 

Two photographs fall into my hand from the folds of a letter, black and white, blind 

with age. One is Fritz silhouetted in profile, with a cigar, a puff of smoke curling, two 

Aphrodites next to him, laughing past him into the camera. The friendly L. sisters, Agnes and 

Louise, I read on the back. My father is certain they and Adi will become friends after the 

war. In the second photo a young woman sits on a chair and looks into her lap, or down at 

her folded hands. Her blond hair is parted in the middle. There is something of the 

Madonna about her. 

  

This is Anna, rather sad� .� . � .� Anna made such a heartfelt plea that I remain her good 
friend. She is so alone, and no one advises her when she needs counsel and care. She trusts me and 
would like me to be hers, even though she must know it would be a “useless” love. Is that not 
moving? I do not know what girls see in an old fellow like me. If you were with me, I wouldn’t give 
a damn about this war I can do nothing about, but that just isn’t how it is. I love you very much. 
Stay young and pretty and gay and glad, for your children and your biggest child. 

 

Is the lady in the photo embarrassed? Does she dislike being photographed? Does 

she have ideas, hopes, that a direct gaze could betray? Is she really sad because she would like 

him to be hers and love is useless? Or did she try it anyway? Were they having an affair? One that 

makes her sad? Without a future, as Fritz quotes? 

My mother had the wonderful quality of not burdening herself with inalterable 

situations. Later, when I was older, she and I discussed the male clan, the male rituals, the 

way men tumble around in the society of men. How in male precincts there was not much 

analysis. More boasting, more whacking on the shoulder, no admitting weaknesses. Then 

there were the silent observers. In their faces the muscles played the alphabet of what 

transpired in the brain. Sport occasioned the most agreement: a well-aimed blow, maximal 

velocity, good conditioning, stamina. We would double ourselves over with laughter talking 

about it. 

 

My very dearest, 

Just got your letter, thanks a million. You are the most reasonable soul in this wretched 
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world. Accept my thanks, my kind love! Did you get the money? For you to make yourself thoroughly 
elegant. Don’t have so many inhibitions next time! By the way, in S. I saw pretty dresses lying in the 
window of Häuser, the ladies’ clothiers (at the foot of the Königstrasse, on the left). Will you write me 
which one you wish to permit yourself? I embrace you, my dearheart, and kiss you and our three 
children. 

 

My enthusiasm grows with the reading of the letters. A caring father, a husband who 

longs for his wife and wants to buy her a little dress, despite his sorrow and despair about the 

war and their separation. Because of his upbringing, which was prim and loveless, he is 

reserved, but then again not, not with her. And he shows himself soft, and vulnerable, and 

trusting, that he is vain, and like a dog that does not bite. 

I remember how often I despised my father in my teenage years, when he was 

already ill. I wanted a different model, not the crippled pessimist cared for uncomplainingly 

by my mother, who paid no heed to his utterances, bitter as gall. In my mother’s heart was 

the Fritz of yesteryear. She had remained young, or stood still in her youthfulness, or simply 

refused to back down; in any case she was glad and optimistic.  

But back then I could not see it that way. I reproached my mother for not defending 

herself against the unfeeling monster. And him I reproached for being ill, for not wanting to 

live anymore, for not rising up against the illness, for giving up instead. The tyrant, as I knew 

him—a benevolent one, to be sure, somehow good-natured, who often regretted his own 

ways, who got on his own nerves—all that now fell away. Mother and I had to make all the 

decisions. He no longer felt like it, he did not want to decide anymore. I reproached him for 

this, too. 

What kind of father he wanted to be, or not be, I could no longer find out from him, 

since long before I took an interest in him and became conscious of any such thoughts, he 

had died, spiriting himself away. 

 

My very dearest, 

You know well how disgusting I can be when something goes that hard against my grain. 
Well, my mood stinks, especially when I think of you all alone in our little bed. Oh, Adile, it is 
dreadful. How long must we go on separated from one another, taking in our love only in little 
doses? Be glad you are sitting in H. Rumor has it that life in the big cities is less than delightful in 
every respect. 

Now for some glad tidings: starting April 1st, reserve officers are to draw the pay 
appropriate to our rank, in my case about 450. Now if the estates just go on paying my salary 
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(500)—and I assume they will—then please order coal for the winter, and given the auspicious 
financial constellation you can keep the nanny as long as you like. I will also “organize” a 
“Viennese” summer dress for you after Easter. The latest models are rolling in. I will push aside 
your leftover shopping inhibitions from 1939, because I want you young and pretty and fresh and 
slender (so I do not get any silly ideas!). This does not mean we have to become spendthrifts; we 
want to set something aside even so. I am delighted about this financial change. Did I not show a 
good nose for money when I refused public support? This purely private and voluntary income is no 
one’s business, off the books. All in all it is just a fair solution, since we reserve uncles in 
professional life were badly damaged; everyone complained they would not be able to make ends 
meet. Now all that should come to an end. But say nothing to anyone. The envy is too great. Are 
you happy about all this? 

 

As a child one cannot recognize one’s parents as people, outside their role. Later one 

gets to know the other side of them, a side scarred by life itself. One does not wish to know 

them earlier, since one is too preoccupied with oneself. Unconscious of inherited character, 

or indifferent to it. Or one is convinced one is quite different, and shoves these parental 

affinities away entirely. 

But now, having the privilege of finding my father’s love letters, I understand my 

mother, who nourished herself mainly on memories, drew strength from thoughts of her 

Fritz. Through this small, valuable packet we become allies. Two women who love the same 

man, each in her own way and in her own time. 

 

I plan to start my vacation in H. on the 6th of April. On the evening of the 7th a 
sleeping car to B., in M. on the 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, back in H. on the 12th, heading back into 
“the field” on the 13th. Though we will not get to see much of one another this time, I have reserved 
eight days later on, when the two of us can travel somewhere together and enjoy eight days “in 
inmost pleasure and joy,” without the entourage and all—just as we have dreamed so often but 
never managed. 

You can see, Adilein, I am bursting with the joyful prospects near at hand. Spring seems 
to be the cause, or the long separation. Or the restoration of your “normal physical condition.” But 
enough of all these exciting allusions, or you and I will both be unable to sleep, and it will get hot in 
bed. 

How are the children? Is Beatrix flourishing under the tutelage of Sergeant Klara, who 
controls and directs not only Beatrix, but all of us (when we are around). I am missing out on Uli’s 
report card. Tell him to stay good and gallant, always be and remain inwardly and outwardly 
proper. Now I wish all of you a good Easter Bunny, a good baptism without me, and gladness of 
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heart in these serious times. Greet the whole household and our respectable neighbors, and be 
embraced and always beloved by your sometimes very stupid but true and hotly loving, 

Fritz 

 

& & & & 

 

 

This letter stands out among the rest. On its envelope: deliver by messenger. 

 

My dearest Adi, 

The state of war continues, and with it departs all hopes for a bearable future. God 
knows “they know not what they do,” or perhaps they do, in which case their crime is all the 
greater. Nobody wants war, and every reasonable person asks: why, what for? Personally, I am 
perfectly desperate. A good thing there is still wine to drink. But I need not go on about it. You 
know how I regard what has taken place over the past six years. Furthermore, I have declared my 
withdrawal from the Party—without giving any reasons. I am curious as to whether there will be 
cross-examination as to Why and How, since I just joined so I could help our friend Karl K. I am 
glad I can now so easily use the war and my status as conscripted soldier to withdraw from this 
“community,” which I detest thoroughly enough. Hopefully you and the children will not feel any 
side effects.  

 

Soon after the war broke out, my father could no longer reconcile his conscience to 

the Party’s ghastly doings. He left the Party amid the general chaos, using it to his advantage.  

Uli, who had taken his own path, wanted to get away from my father’s authority. He, 

like all the others, had run off with the raucous gang of the Hitler Youth. It was so seductive, 

so magnetic, they were like rats following the Pied Piper.  

Father had been shocked and furious at Uli’s enthusiasm for that “heap of swine.” 

Often there were quarrels; Fritz would fly into a rage, for Uli was slipping out of his grip. 

Father was beside himself with fear and powerlessness. He had lost his son to an ideology 

whose machinations he had despised for the last six years, an ideology from which he feared 

worse to come.  

 Nevertheless, Uli ascended to Flag Leader. One day he was confronted by his 

superiors about his father’s departure from the Party. Uli answered them quite cunningly: 
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Fritz Ost was, above all, a dedicated militarist. Military service was going to be taking up all 

his time, so he would not be able to fulfill his Party duties satisfactorily. Luckily enough, and 

with the help of the all-around chaos, this response satisfied them, and nothing more was 

heard of the matter. 

Long, long after the war, gathering snippets of conversation, I pieced together the 

reasons why Father had joined the Party in the first place. He had wanted to ensure the safety 

of his Jewish friends—signing an occasional document, organizing a passage to America—

and so had made himself inconspicuous and helpful beneath the Party cloak. Of course, 

Father’s good deeds had to be veiled in secrecy. After the war, several friends and 

acquaintances he had helped to “magically disappear” resurfaced amid great rejoicing. I 

clearly remember two of them. 

One was Uncle Karl Kienan, a tall, elegant man from an old banking family in 

Frankfurt, whose property neighbored ours. My father with his foresight had convinced 

Kienan to get out of Germany in ‘39. Father oversaw Kienan’s agricultural affairs in his 

absence, advising his Aryan wife, who had stayed on through the debacle. In the early ‘50s, 

Uncle Karl finally returned from Argentina. I got to know him then. 

Another was Herr Rossbaut. During the years he was in hiding, his grand piano 

dozed upstairs in my parents’ bedroom beneath an exquisite silk throw with tassels spilling 

over the golden lettering: Bösendorfer. After the war, Herr Rossbaut returned. He visited us 

several times at Goldachhof and amused me with magic tricks. At the climax of each visit, he 

went to his grand piano. The household assembled downstairs to hear his playing wafting 

from above. My mother held up her hand, arching her brows in admiration. Psst, she said, 

intolerant of any interruption. Her head cocked slightly sideways, she whispered: a virtuoso!  

The Bösendorfer left us one day. Many strong arms carried it down the steep curving 

staircase with the utmost care. Mr. Rossbaut accompanied it, parting from us with his 

assurances of eternal gratitude. 

In the last letter, my father writes: 

 

I live with the hope that this war will be over in a few months. If I have one wish, it is 
only to be able to be with you and the children once again. But that still seems far off. Only this 
wish, this wish keeps growing. Human inadequacies can go to the devil. I am holding on to my 
young, glad heart, and greet and kiss you long and heartily. 

The opposing troops are almost within sight. How remarkable people are: despite the 
visible terror such a war brings upon a country, and despite the impressions of the last war, such a 
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misfortune for us, preparations are being made for an even greater blow than the events of the last 
weeks. Hopefully there will then be peace, whose fruits our children can enjoy in a long peacetime. 

When you get this packet, with rationed coffee seized from the enemy, I will be many 
hundred kilometers away from you darlings. Do not worry, distance can never ever part us. As you 
well know, referring to one’s location in correspondence is forbidden, no matter how well worth 
knowing it would be for you. 

 

On the back of the letter, in my mother’s hand: Fritz in Bordeaux until fall, then to 

Schwent on the Oder—there I could visit him one more time. 

Then his regiment was sent to Africa. 

 

Hemmingen Castle 

 

Once, my parents had lived a truly magical life. In the early years of their marriage, 

between the wars, they lived with their friend Baron Wilhelm Farnbühler at his castle near 

Stuttgart. The Baron had his own wing; my parents, with Uli and Anita, had theirs. In the 

great hall, in a cage, there dwelt an owl, who preferred to eat living things: rabbits and mice. 

His lame wing folded into a crutch, he shrieked into the night and rattled the bars.  

I was born there, at Hemmingen Castle. My father was in charge of the Baron’s 

agricultural affairs. Wilhelm and my mother made ceramics and studied botany. 

In an abandoned glass house they set up a pottery studio. Adi, in a leather apron, 

produced useful and useless things out of clay. Wilhelm sat at the table, creating imaginary 

landscapes and abstractions—blue and multicolored—on tableware and vases. He was 

experienced in glazing, and he knew the proper temperature of the kiln. 

The three of them went hunting in the surrounding woods. They drove in an open 

car to the neighboring castle, brought a freshly killed deer as a present.  

The Baron loved his neighbor, Countess Alix, but he could not marry her. Why not? 

I asked my mother. Hmmm, some people are not made for it, she said. More a child could 

not extract. Homosexuality was barely even thinkable then. 

The idyll—which one might call happiness, since everyone involved made splendid 

use of the situation in which they found themselves—the episode of rural simplicity, lasted 

only a few short years. Then came the shock. My father and Wilhelm had to prepare 
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themselves for the war. 

My mother slipped on her felt hat, buttoned up her striped wool suit, planted a calm, 

dutiful expression on her face, and accompanied the two men to the train station. On the 

way home, at the gate, she could no longer contain her tears. As if seen through much too 

strong a lens, what had been a clear drawing liquefied, became a watery sketch with abstract 

contours, its perspective reaching no farther than the trees of the park. 

Very soon after the first weeks of the war came the news of Wilhelm’s death. It was 

over. No more botany studies in the garden. In the greenhouse, orchids spread out air roots. 

A mouse family nested in the cold kiln of the potter’s shed. The sack of clay burst, eaten 

through by bird droppings. A storm blew out a windowpane. Rain mingled with dust. The 

material for an entire banquet of plates froze into lava. 

With the war, the dream had collapsed. My father, who did not believe in happiness, 

had his confirmation.  

You’ll see soon enough, you with your optimism, he’d said to my mother. 

 

Africa 

 

Over and over, my father would tell stories of Africa. Benghazi, Tubruq, Aidabiya, 

Darnah. I still taste those exotic names in my mouth like bonbons. Perhaps, at first, he was 

thrilled to be there. Away from the familiar names, away from the artificial enemy, the love 

of his Adi warm in his heart, accompanied by the illusion that it would only be a matter of 

months now.  

Numbed by the general intoxication and uproar around him, he arrived with his 

comrades at the harbor of Benghazi. My father was named City and Harbor Commander of 

Tubruq, giving him a quasi-civilian identity. Perhaps they had placed him in this responsible 

post to be rid of him on the one hand and to keep him busy on the other. 

In photographs he stands before a tent, the shadow of his tropical helmet hiding half 

his face. The moustache sits smugly on the swing of his upper lip. His chin has its dimple in 

the middle. He wears a short-sleeved khaki shirt and khaki shorts, his hands dug into the 

pockets. Behind him a few figures sit on the floor in the tent’s dusky interior. He has 

stepped into the sun to be photographed. 

He loved sun. He liked the heat that jumps at your throat, pressing the wind out of 
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you. One needed only dress reasonably, preferably just like the Arabs—in a caftan. 

In these photos he still looks happy, smiles. There must have been wine, for he often 

wrote how glad he was at least to be able to rinse down the misery. 

Africa spoke to him. He took an interest in the city, indulged his natural love for 

people, strolling through bazaars, giving in to the enchantment of colorful carpets, keeping 

in mind the exotic effect they would have on the wooden floors of cold Bavaria. He brought 

back oil lamps, metal jugs, ashtrays, water pipes, side tables that mingled with the baroque 

and Jugendstil in our rooms. My war booty, he rejoiced. 

When he stepped into a shop, the owner would call for strong hot coffee with lots of 

sugar. My father would sit in the middle of the situation, attentive. No word, no gesture 

escaped him. There was a pow-wow, demonstrating the best wares, examining materials, 

rubbing wool between one’s fingers, enjoying the quality of the design, listening to stories. 

For Fritz, the situation must have been exotic, like his later horse dealings with the gypsy 

Buchs. The protestations, the extravagance, the mimicry, the gamesmanship, the cunning 

close of the deal. And of course the fun of taking one another for a ride, at least trying to, or 

simply sitting together, smoking, nodding. 

Fritz was very gregarious and had a fine instinct for making himself liked. He was 

easygoing, and it was easy to forget his uniform. And Fritz was a paterfamilias whom the 

shopkeeper had to convince, who had to fall in love. He must not return from the hunt 

without prey. Unwritten laws, unwritten rites. This was about the head of a household, the 

master, the patriarch of the clan, furnishing his rooms without input from his wife. He had 

to be served in a fitting manner. The largest possible purchase had to be concluded. 

Fritz took great pleasure in bargaining, forgetting the hated war. In these hours he 

was happy, sipping his coffee, so strong and sugary that the teaspoon stood upright in it. 

Later he told stories about it all, with ever-changing elaborations, drawing in new 

characters, living out his impulses as his mood dictated. Only he had been there—and he 

was a superb liar. 

 

& & & & 

 

My father stood on his balcony. Africa, you untamable bird. On the coats of the 

camels, on palm leaves, the dew gathered. The cold of night saluted the dawn of heat. A red 

sunball labored across the hills beyond the city of Tubruq. A pink cloth fell across the desert. 



BEATRIX OST                                                                                                                                      My Father’s House 

ARCHIPELAGO                                                                46                                                       Vol. 10, Nos. 3&4, 2007 

In the oases the dogs shook themselves dry and stretched out their paws. The yard below 

swarmed with swallows. The muezzin climbed the tower. Someone came running from the 

harbor, bringing the general cacophony with him. 

Fritz remembered the dream of the previous night quite clearly. He ran through it 

again and again. 

In their bedroom at Hemmingen, Adi has been startled from the marrow of her 

sleep. Sirens force their way across the city to the park, the ponds, through the gaps in the 

blinds. In his powerlessness he clearly hears the noise, the howling. He sees Adi reaching for 

her coat spread across the foot of the bed, her feet searching for the boots that stand ready 

on the carpet. 

She runs into Anita’s room. Wake up, child, we have to get to the cellar. Quick, pull 

on your coat. She bends over and laces up her daughter’s little boots. Uli is already standing 

in the doorway. Adi takes Beatrix gently from her cradle and wraps her in a blanket. Beatrix 

gives a start at the howling of the sirens and cries all the way down the stairs, down through 

the door to the cellar, farther into the arched, dungeon-like shelter. 

Strangers and neighbors have already found their way there. Benches and chairs, a 

folding cot. Whispering. Uli sets the suitcase with their valuables next to him. He runs up the 

stairs once more. I’ll just step outside quickly, Mama, to see what there is to see in the sky. 

Adi shakes her head, powerless against “the man of the house.” 

Boundless, deafening noise. The ground trembles. Up above, the low-flying planes 

drone toward their goal. Whistling, the crackle of fire. A bomb falls quite nearby. 

Vrooooooom. Trees break free of their roots, smash into one another. Basement windows 

shatter. Screaming. Air pressure forces the people flat to the stone floor. Uli storms back 

down the basement stairs, out of breath, eyes bulging, laughing like a maniac. Adi rocks 

Beatrix back and forth as she drinks at her breast. My Adi, always so composed. Anita, 

swaddled in a blanket, lies on the cot and cries. Flashes of flak fire run along the cellar walls. 

On the balcony Fritz wiped the sweat from his brow. Between his shoulders ran a 

sticky little brook. He gulped into his dry windpipe. Beneath him, in the courtyard, jasmine 

bloomed; a little breeze carried the scent up to him. An orange fell with a thud onto the tile 

floor. A camel dozed in the archway; behind it the street ran off into jacaranda blue, a 

woman balancing an urn on her head. White doves hovered in every direction. I have to get 

dressed, he thought, have to shave, have to tell my boy to have the car ready at eleven sharp. 

Have to get down to the harbor, have to� .� .� .� A spider lowered itself from the banister 

to the sill. He watched it for a long time, motionless. 
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Fritz sat in his office, the bottle of red wine next to him, taking swig after swig, 

looking at the world map on the wall and shaking his head. Ants were running a sugar 

caravan across the desktop. By evening he had scared off the dream, swallowed it down. 

Eventually night fell, and sleepless sleep. Here it was again: fear, impotence, a panicked jolt, 

howling of sirens, clattering, blood seeping through uniforms, saturating epaulettes, medals, 

SS emblems. The German flag devoured by flames. Dead eyes. Mouths distorted with fear. 

A child without legs. Adi’s forehead bleeding. Little Beatrix, crying in the snow. A tree 

sinking into a crater. Nothing left of the house but bricks and dust clouds. Uli marches with 

the cannon fodder, laughing in lockstep, his boyish thighs straining his trouser seams. Red 

heaven above riderless horses. 

My father had nightmares—every night. During the day he dutifully did his dutiful 

duty, procured wine, visited his friends in the bazaar, drank coffee with them. As an enemy 

he didn’t amount to much: that, everyone noticed. But the sleepless nights of a pessimist 

have profound consequences. In the end, he must have been quite mad.  

Over his many months in Africa, my father became friends with Field Marshal 

Rommel. Then something happened. The year was 1943. They must have been alone, 

standing before the big map of the countries, my father crazy with homesickness and 

longing for his Adi. He and Rommel were studying the conquests and what remained to be 

conquered. Whereupon my father supposedly said to Rommel: If you look at the map, Herr 

Field Marshal, you must admit that the war is lost. 

Rommel slowly turned to him, the story goes, looked him in the eye for some time, 

and said in his Swabian dialect: You know, my dear Ost, at this point I am really supposed to 

have you shot. My father surely met his gaze and shook his head. Perhaps Rommel laid a 

hand on his shoulder, then turned away and left the room without saying another word, 

leaving my father behind like a red warning light. Then the unexpected happened, as if the 

one man had read and silently accepted the thoughts of the other. Fritz Ost was simply sent 

home by the fastest route, without any further attention. Nervous breakdown. 

 

Golddachhof 

 

In the middle of the war, in 1943, my family moved from Hemmingen Castle to 

Goldachhof, the estate of my childhood. 

Among my earliest memories are my father’s daily routines. In the morning, as his 
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second task—the first being wake-up call—he went into the den to the grandfather clock, 

opened the glass door, drew his watch from the red slit of his vest with his left hand, pried 

open the gold lid, checked, compared it with the dial above—Ja, richtig—then his right hand 

pulled the cone-shaped weight up by its chain. Sometimes he gave the minute hand a push 

forward, when he had a premonition that his wife would be unpunctual. Then, he would 

lecture. 

Since the beginning of the last century, since rail travel began, time has been 

standardized everywhere. That goes for you, too, my love. 

I stand in the room, smell the familiar things, hear the ticking of the clock. The 

impatient clop of horses’ hooves outside. My father pulls the peaked checkered cap over his 

head and puts on his overcoat. His stockinged legs peer out from underneath; he is wearing 

leder-hosen. My mother hurries through the tiled corridor, tak tak tak tak, sticks her head 

quickly through the kitchen door, and calls out an extra order for Olga, our cook. 

I need to go back there. The urgency is getting stronger, catching hold of me. I 

dream a dream. 

I am in the house of my childhood. It is raining. So hard that it presses my umbrella 

down on my head. I run to the garden. The little stream is a raging river. A dog swims 

toward me. He looks like a rat. I must, must get across the current, but I cannot see the 

riverbank. 
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poetry 

 
 

Bright Nostalgia:  Poems for Osip Mandelstam 
Katherine E. Young 

 
 

 
Red Vineyard, 1888:  A Painting by Van Gogh 
 

If I ever get back, the first thing I shall do is go and see the French 

[paintings]. 
                                      –Osip Mandelstam in exile 

 

Vtoraya rechka (“Second Little Stream”) is the transit camp 

where Mandelstam is believed to have perished. 

 
 
I remember his vermilion, color  
with the grandest name.  It tasted of tree  
trunks, a work blouse, tang of grapes harvesting  
in the vineyards of Arles.  He captured the sun  
and hung it, toasted gold like blini  
hot and hot from the stove, to wester there  
beyond the fields.  If I ever get back,  
though the path may lie through the transit camps,  
through Vtoraya rechka, misbegotten  
little stream. . . .  Pity, instead, the man who  
surveyed this spot, doggedly reducing 
the great East to a chart, chilly fingers  
inscribing, there, “First Little Stream” and, there,  
“Third Little Stream” — equally prosaic  
names for the places they send men to die.   
Understand this: there is no other road,  
no roundabout crossing, no safer way.   
There is Death, too, in that sunset  but not  
yet.  On the wet-black walk, chalk soil and rain  
conspire to trace upon the pavement  
the fragile antonym of a leaf. 
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Italian Hours 
 

. . .  And I prepared to swim, and floated on the arc 

Of unbeginning journeys. 

                    — Osip Mandelstam, Voronezh, 1937 

 

M would invite me to stroll in imagination with him 

round the Baptistery in Florence. . . . 

          — Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope 

 
 
A silence falls, sweeping the swells, 
schooling the hollows and velvet  
hills, the cypress stands, the empty  
road to a place that is not — yet —  
Canaro.  Same old moon, same stars,  
give or take a planet or two. 
 
“Due ore!” wails a woman 
who asked a man who had talked to 
the conductor.  Due ore —  
as if all Eternity were  
quicker or more certain than  
the homebound train’s arrival at last. 
 
All travel’s exile, the shedding  
of self, a losing and finding,  
the possessing of new things.  Past  
is present — in gondola rides  
through fetid canals, light, water,  
air shared with Campanile loons  
 
proclaiming “Republic!” too late, 
or too soon — in encounters with  
selves left standing at the crossroads,  
with ghosts asking after Dante  
in accents unknown to the shades 
who frequent the Baptistery…. 
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Headlights at the crossing.  No fear, 
no regret, no yearning keener  
than the one that blooms as the night  
train passes, ripe moon throbbing through 
the sheep-foul fields, the olive groves, 
the Akrons of the soul, through Voronezh. 
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The Arrest 
May 13, 1934 
 
 

I used to have a book on extinct birds and, looking at it, I suddenly had the thought that all my friends and 

acquaintances were nothing more than the last members of a dying species.  I showed M a picture of a couple 

of extinct parakeets, and he thought they looked very much like us. 

                                                        — Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope 

 
 
Above the table, a circle of light: 
the clink of spoons on borrowed plates.  An egg 
scavenged for Anna nestles in its bowl. 
Shoulders shrug, stiffen, brace back the night. 
 
Anna has come at M’s request.  She smells  
of cigarettes, of damp wool, of comfort.   
Someone calls M to the telephone:  the line  
clicks, clicks, disconnects.  He listens, waits, 
 
“No one there,” he says.  Nadya pours tea,  
thinks “How long can this last?”  Her hand shakes as 
she tips up the pot, spilling fragrant drops  
onto the photo of Anna’s son, who  
 
smiles sweetly up at her, like the ghost of  
past lovers:  M’s, or Anna’s, or her own,  
all mingling together on this night  
when the jackboots of strangers will trample  
 
the secrets of three lives.  The talk crawls on: 
M tells again why he slapped Alexei  
Tolstoy’s face, someone starts reciting lines 
from Polonski.  Nadya yawns, follows 
 
Anna to the kitchen, measures out time 
by the smoke entering and exiting  
her lungs: breathe, breathe, breathe.  At one comes the sharp,  
explicit knock.  She rises, sits back down.   
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On Poetry 
Moscow, 1993 
 

The age will shout itself out. 

                            –Osip Mandelstam, On Poetry 

                                     (Academia, Leningrad: 1928) 

 
 
That was a time when women stood 
on public squares trading 
their last treasures to pay for food. 
Some survived by raiding 
 
the trash cans in the courtyard; once 
I saw two women fight 
for my table scraps, spitting and  
yowling with all their might. 
 
December rained sulfur and snow. 
 The consignment shops sold 
the bric-a-brac left by dead men: 
the tea sets, medals, old 
 
photos, African masks.  I found 
your book among the bins 
of postcards and first editions; 
someone had brought it in, 
 
I have his name on a slip.  Think: 
just one printing, a few 
hundred copies on the cheapest   
stock — but it looks like new. 
 
Why was it kept, those years, when Death  
lurked in books, pictures, rhymes, 
in letters from abroad, in thought 
itself?  And in those times, 
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when the poets were rounded up, 
verses confiscated, 
did someone really read your book, 
were its points debated: 
 
what you meant by “Hellenism” 
(the text is underscored 
here), how to value other “isms”  
now long extinct?  The word,  
 
you write, is a utensil in 
the master’s hand, the live 
voice of times past, culture, moral 
certainty.  Sixty-five 
 
years gone, now, and Russia’s women 
still howl down Moscow streets. 
Fools appropriate your precious 
Pushkin, poets still greet 
 
the morning from their prison cells. 
And yet the word still serves: 
tool for nailing up, for hammering  
down the universe. 
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Van Gogh in Moscow 
Moscow, USSR, 1984 
 
 
Summer bleeds through our fingers. 
On our twig boat we ride downstream  
dabbling hands in the water,  
slippery green reeds brushing  
our fingertips.  We catch fish  
in the evening; moist and crackling,  
they turn black for our fire. 
 
In Sardinia, a Russian ballerina  
carves patterns in her veins,  
pirouettes across her room,  
wakes to white coats. “I am oh!-so-tired!” 
she cries before she flits away. 
 
There are paintings that crawl from cracks  
in the wall, faces dwelling  
in the mind, eyes seeping into  
one’s own eyes, glittering evilly. . . . 
 
When I have draped my veins on Sardinia,  
danced vibrant among shrieking canvasses  
and brought my boat in from the reeds,  
I shall become a fish,  
bones like these. 
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photography + spectacle 

 

 

Big Tildas 

Photocollages 

by 

Lucy Gray 

Song List by Greil Marcus 

 

On five evenings beginning Tuesday, April 25, 2005, and running through Saturday, April 29, 
the 49th San Francisco International Film Festival presented “Big Tilda, a public art project(ion) 
featuring photocollaged images of the actor Tilda Swinton by the San Francisco photographer and 
Archipelagean Lucy Gray. The images were projected outdoors on the north and south faces of 
City Hall from 9:00 pm until midnight each evening using high-powered Pani projectors. 
Archipelago commemorates the Big Event in word, picture, and song. 

 

 
                                                                                    Photocollage Lucy Gray 

 

Lightning 
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I had perfectly nice portraits of Tilda Swinton, but she is so luminous in life and 

adaptive on screen that I turned to collage to explore her. I wanted to answer her 

expressions inside the pictures.  I have been shooting portraits for nearly fifteen 

years, and she is the first subject I have found who is strong enough not to ask to be 

liked. She is one of a very few who is brave enough to be sexual without being 

minimized, she is beautiful without being classified, she is intelligent without being 

mean. Physically, she is six feet tall with excellent posture and a commanding, deep 

voice.  She always wears trousers, never wears a dress.  When they first meet her 

many strangers call her “sir.”  Tilda uses her authority to hold onto her ambiguity.   

Her androgynous face is fluid and so it lends itself naturally to landscape.  She is 

impossible to possess.  So much of our culture tells us to believe freedom is found in 

purchase.  I wanted to express another kind of cutting-loose, in creativity, in visual 

play and pleasure.   I tried to explore some of her inner openness.  The Tilda I met 

was developing, searching, learning. She sees her life as an adventure which makes 

her vulnerable in reality. Playing with the question of what is real, I photographed 

places and people, wove them together in the surreal loom called Photoshop, and 

then printed them with pigment on watercolor paper to make them seem a little like 

paintings, that is, fictitious.  

Showing these pictures on City Hall in San Francisco seemed to be another obvious 

extension of their playful and serious nature.  I believe deeply in looking at art in 

public, seeing and thinking and learning in the midst of strangers.  That becomes 

more important as we privatize feelings – as we resist going to the theater, for 

instance.  I am searching for new ways to get people to see things together, out of 

the house.  I believe this is an important political act.  But I also think the whole idea 

that celebrities are larger than life is poked fun at by seeing Tilda nearly a city block 

long.  She is bigger than big, here.  And though this is an art exhibit, it is, just like the 

movies, a show of light that will come and go like a day, hopefully a memorable 

one. —Lucy Gray 
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                                                                    Photocollage Lucy Gray 

 
“Big Tilda” at City Hall, San Francisco, April 25, 2005 

 

 

Greil Marcus’s Song List 

(shuffle while viewing the slide show of “Big Tilda” www.archipelago.org/vol10-34/gray.htm) 

Marianne Faithfull, “Broken English,” from Broken English 

PJ Harvey, “Big Exit,” from Stories from the City, Stories from the Sea 

Handsome Family, “My Sister’s Tiny Hands,” from Through the Trees 

http://www.archipelago.org/vol10-34/gray.htm
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Paula Frazer and Tarnation, “Pretend,” from Now It’s Time 

Sleater-Kinney, “Was It a Lie,” from All Hands on the Bad One 

Bob Dylan, “Handsome Molly” or “Barbara Allen,” from Live at the 
Gaslight 1962 

Mekons, “Millionaire,” from I Love Mekons 

Cat Power, “Come on in My Kitchen,” from All Tomorrow’s Parties 1. 
(curated by Sonic Youth) or “Nude as the News,” from What 
Would the Community Think 

Trailer Bride, “Sapphire Blue,” from Whine de Lune 

Donovan, “Celeste” or “Bert’s Blues,” from Sunshine Superman  

 

 

 
                                                            Photocollage Lucy Gray 

Sun Stroke 

 
See the slide show of Lucy Gray’s photocollages at Archipelago 

www.archipelago.org/vol10-34/gray.htm 

http://www.archipelago.org/vol10-34/gray.htm
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Thanks to Audis Husar Gallery www.audishusar.com and 

the San Francisco Film Festival fest06.sffs.org/events/big_tilda.php for the images shown here. 

See David D’Arcy’s review at Artnet www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/darcy/darcy4-28-06.asp.  

More photos of ‘Big Tilda’ at San Francisco’s Civic Center blog 

http://sfciviccenter.blogspot.com/2006/05/big-tilda.html  

 

Lucy Gray’s photographs have appeared in Archipelago: 

“Naming the Homeless,” Vol. 4, No. 1 www.archipelago.org/vol4-1/gray-statement.htm 

“Balancing Acts: On Ballerinas Who Are Mothers,” Vol. 5, No. 3 www.archipelago.org/vol5-3/gray.htm 

and 

Susan Garrett, “On Lucy Gray’s Photography,” Vol. 4, No. 1 www.archipelago.org/vol4-1/garrett.htm  

Lucy Gray’s Web Site www.lucygrayphotograpy.com 

Lucy Gray’s blog lucygrayphotography@blogspot.com. 

 

http://www.audishusar.com
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/reviews/darcy/darcy4-28-06.asp
http://sfciviccenter.blogspot.com/2006/05/big-tilda.html
http://www.archipelago.org/vol4-1/gray-statement.htm
http://www.archipelago.org/vol5-3/gray.htm
http://www.archipelago.org/vol4-1/garrett.htm
http://www.lucygrayphotograpy.com
mailto:lucygrayphotography@blogspot.com
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film critique 

 

 

The Irrevocable Consequences of Cruelty 

Reflections on Kazan’s Blanche Du Bois and Forman’s Billy Bibbitt 

 

Laurie Calhoun 

 

Blanche Du Bois 

 

In Elia Kazan’s A Streetcar Named Desire (1951), Blanche Du Bois goes to New 

Orleans to “visit” her sister, Stella, and her husband, Stanley Kowalski, after having 

exhausted her opportunities, occupational and otherwise, in her former town of residence. 

Soon after her arrival, Blanche asks her sister if she can move in with them, since she lacks 

the means to support herself. Stella lovingly permits her to stay, although the apartment is 

very small and does not easily accommodate both the couple and a guest. Stanley is annoyed 

from the beginning by the presence of Blanche, whom he regards as an intruder, and his 

perturbation is exacerbated when he learns that Belle Rive, the estate shared by the two 

sisters, has been “lost.” From the outset, Blanche is ill-disposed toward Stanley, and during 

their second encounter she says directly to his face, “You’re simple, straightforward and 

honest. A little bit on the, uh, primitive side, I should think.” Throughout the duration of 

her stay, Blanche continues to make derogatory remarks about Stanley, calling him “a 

pollack,” “primitive,” “a pig,” etc. She also tries to make Stella feel guilty for having 

abandoned her ten years earlier for this man, whom she seems to regard as beneath 

contempt. Blanche even attempts to convince her sister that she is too good for Stanley and 

that she should leave him. Horrified that Stella should actually have forgiven Stanley after he 

had, in a state of drunkenness, hit her the previous night, she asks, “May I speak plainly?. . . 

If you’ll forgive me: he’s common.”  Stella replies, “Suppose he is?” Blanche continues:   

He’s like an animal. He has an animal’s habits. There’s even something subhuman 
about him. Thousands of years have passed him right by. And there he is: Stanley 
Kowalski, survivor of the stone age, bearing the raw meat home from the kill in the 
jungle. And you, you here waiting for him. Maybe he’ll strike you, or maybe he’ll 
grunt and kiss you. That’s if kisses have been discovered yet. This “poker night” you 
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call it. This party of apes? Baby we are a long way from being made in God’s image. 
But Stella, my sister, there’s been some progress since then!  Such things as art, as 
poetry, as music. . . . Don’t! Don’t hang back with the brutes! 

Although she believes herself to be talking in privacy, the layout of the apartment and 

building is such that Stanley actually overhears this and probably other such conversations. 

When Blanche becomes engaged to marry Mitch, a co-worker and friend of 

Stanley’s, Stanley apprises him that, far from being “old-fashioned” and “straight-laced,” as 

she has always pretended whenever Mitch has attempted to become physically intimate with 

her, Blanche has a most colorful past history of affairs and debauchery, and this is well 

known to all throughout her former place of residence. As Stanley relays the story to Stella: 

She’s as famous in [Laurel] as if she was the president of the United States. Only 
she’s not respected by any party.... The trouble with Dame Blanche was that she 
couldn’t put on her act any more in [Laurel] because they got wised up and after 
two, three days they quit, and then she goes on to another one. The same old line, 
the same old laugh, the same old. . .   

Stanley has also learned and reveals to Stella and Mitch that Blanche left her position at the 

school where she taught English not, as she claims, because the superintendent suggested 

that she take a leave of absence due to her nervous exhaustion. Rather, she was dismissed 

because of her scandalous liaison with a seventeen-year-old student. 

Mitch is understandingly alarmed and disillusioned by this revelation, which he 

verifies to be true before deciding to end the engagement. His change in attitude first 

manifests itself when he fails to show up for dinner on Blanche’s birthday and does not even 

call to excuse himself. Later he confronts Blanche with the reports about her former life, and 

she admits that they are true, excusing her comportment by appeal to the story of how she 

was devastated by her one true love, her first and only husband, who committed suicide. 

When Mitch demands that he be allowed to look at her in the light, so that he can see her 

“good and plain,” Blanche speaks truthfully to him, explaining:   

I don’t want realism. . . .  I want magic. Yes, yes, magic. I try to give that to people. I 
do misrepresent things. I don’t tell truths. I tell what ought to be truths, and if that 
is sinful, then let me be punished for it. Don’t turn the light on! 

But Mitch’s pride has been irreparably wounded by Blanche’s earlier duplicity: “I 

thought you were straight. . . . You lied to me Blanche! . . . Lies, lies, inside and out! All lies!” 

Blanche vainly attempts to rectify the hopeless situation by crying: “Never inside! I never lied 

in my heart!” When Mitch kisses her, Blanche believes that this is because he is so 

compassionate as to be able to forgive her for all of her transgressions, and she pleads, 
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“Marry me, Mitch.” But he responds, “No, I don’t think that I want to marry you anymore. . 

. . No, you’re not clean enough to live in the house with Mom.” Now he is only interested in 

adding his name to the list of all the other men she has had. 

Stanley’s continually abusive treatment and Mitch’s rejection have a thoroughly 

devastating effect upon Blanche, who eventually loses all touch with reality and invents 

fantasies about a man who will come to rescue her from the place where she now feels 

trapped as a result of her insolvency. Blanche even dresses up in party clothes and claims 

that Shep Hartley, a rich oilman, is going to take her away on a Caribbean cruise. She talks 

out loud to herself, and finally loses the ability to distinguish reality from fiction. Her 

emotional roller coaster ride of quixotic dreams and dashed hopes plummets and crashes, 

leaving her derailed, never again to return to the tracks of conventionally delimited reality. 

Stella is deeply troubled by her sister’s degeneration, and, recognizing that her 

condition is only worsening, she decides to have her committed to an insane asylum. In the 

end, Stella leaves Stanley, so his efforts to win back her total devotion, by ridding their 

household of Blanche, fail. There is a sense in which Stanley’s actions contribute to the 

destruction of Blanche, whose tenuous psychological stability had been depending upon 

being saved by Mitch, who would both believe the illusory interpretation of her own life 

which she wanted and, indeed, needed so desperately to cling to, and marry her, preventing 

her from spiraling further and further into the dark depths of old age and loneliness. But, 

reciprocally, Blanche irrevocably damages Stanley, since his marriage, the most important 

part of his life, is unsalvageable now that Stella has seen this cruel side of her husband, 

whom she had formerly adored. The film ends with Stella proclaiming: “I’m not going back 

in there again, not this time. I’m never going back!  Never!” Stanley wails like a child in the 

background, trying desperately to persuade her to return to him. 

Before Blanche arrived, Stanley and Stella’s marriage was physically satisfying, and 

both of them were perfectly happy, even living in the conditions which Blanche relentlessly 

criticizes as sordid. Blanche’s presence disrupts the marriage by stifling the couple in their 

physical relationship, since they are constantly in the company of Blanche, who resides in the 

next room, separated only by a thin curtain, which permits every sound to pass through. 

Blanche is continually injecting ideas into Stella about Stanley’s being “common” and 

“primitive.” But when Stanley tells Mitch about Blanche’s past, thereby destroying the 

couple’s plans for marriage, and then, as a final coup, presents her with “a birthday 

remembrance,” a one-way ticket back to her home town, he himself effectively confirms in 

Stella’s mind the hypothesis which Blanche has for months been attempting to persuade her 
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to believe, that he is grossly barbaric. She insists to Stanley, “You didn’t need to do that. You 

didn’t need to be so cruel to someone who’s as alone as she is.” 

     From Stella’s perspective, it could not possibly harm Mitch never to find out the 

truth about Blanche, and their marriage would have been an optimum solution for all of the 

parties involved. Blanche would have left to live happily ever after with Mitch, a man who 

accorded her the type of respect which she needed and which would give her happiness. At 

the same time, Mitch would have been happily married to a woman of what he takes to be 

Blanche’s cultivation and refinement. 

 

Billy Bibbit 

 

In Milos Forman’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), when Nurse Ratched finds 

the ward which she governs in shambles, having been the scene of carousing and debauchery 

throughout the previous night, she is incensed at what she interprets to be her patients’ 

disobedience and disrespect. When she finds Billy Bibbit lying naked in bed with a woman 

with whom he has obviously been sexually entangled, she confronts him with the fact that 

his mother will not be pleased by the news that he has conducted himself in such a way. The 

man is anguished by Nurse Ratched’s claim that she will relay the story to his mother, 

despite his plea: “You don’t have to tell her.” He leaves in hysterics, in effect begging her not 

to tell his mother, and a few minutes later he is found dead, having committed suicide. 

It is clear that Nurse Ratched is outraged by the usurpation of her authority by 

McMurphy, who has turned her ward upside down, and her reaction is to lash out at Billy. 

Her treatment is interpreted by McMurphy as gratuitous cruelty, which is why he reacts by 

leaping on top of her and attempting to strangle her. He very nearly succeeds, and, as a 

result, she ends up in a neck brace, while he is “treated” with a lobotomy. The reason why 

McMurphy is so angry as to attempt to take Nurse Ratched’s life is that he knows, as do all 

the patients who have participated in group therapy discussions, that Billy’s primary 

problem, the reason why he came to a psychiatric hospital for treatment, is that he has been 

unable to have healthy relationships with women, apparently in large part due to his 

mother’s domineering and jealous nature. 

When Nurse Ratched threatens to tell Billy’s mother that he has spent a night of 

debauchery in bed with a woman of ill-repute, all of his negative feelings and memories of 

the frustration he experienced the last time that he attempted to have a relationship come 
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rushing back to him. But Nurse Ratched, even more than McMurphy himself, knows what a 

source of anxiety this problem has been for Billy. So for her to attack him in this way is, to 

McMurphy’s mind, unforgivable. He views her as directly responsible for Billy’s death. Only 

a few minutes before, Billy is perfectly fine, even seemingly cured of his former problem of 

inhibition, as is evidenced by the fact that he no longer stutters during the first moments of 

the conversation after emerging from the bed where he has spent the night with a woman. It 

is only when Nurse Ratched mentions his mother that he reverts to his former timid 

behavior and begins stuttering once again. 

The outcome is tragic: McMurphy ends up lobotomized (and ultimately dead, 

because Chief suffocates him, being unable to bear the thought of McMurphy walking 

around as a vegetable), Billy is dead, and Nurse Ratched returns to her position of authority 

over the ward. Furthermore, from her own perspective, Miss Ratched has been the victim, 

first, of the disruption of the order of her ward and, second, of an attempted murder by 

McMurphy. 

While one can understand her interpretation of what transpired, the viewer is still left 

with a nauseous feeling. In treating Billy in the manner in which she did, Nurse Ratched 

assumed that he was a normal, psychologically robust person, the type of person with whom 

one interacts as a matter of course “on the outside.” But, within the milieu of a mental 

institution, a different attitude is appropriate. It would seem reasonable to treat the 

inhabitants of a mental hospital with more compassion and tolerance, since they are in such 

a place due to their inability fully to function in the real world precisely because they are 

hypersensitive. These people are incapable of deflecting verbal assaults in the normal way 

and are peculiarly vulnerable to harsh judgment by others. This point is illustrated over and 

over again in the film, by interactions between the patients which highlight their 

hypersensitivity. The scenario involving Miss Ratched and Billy immediately preceding his 

suicide is deeply ironic, because a mental health professional, one who has been trained to 

assess the appropriateness and inappropriateness of the behavior of other human beings, 

acts inappropriately and, as a result, effects the destruction of two others. 

The case is deeply tragic because, while on the one hand we want to hold Nurse 

Ratched responsible, on the other hand, her conduct betrays nothing less than her 

irrationality, or her simple failure to remember that the man with whom she is dealing is 

special, that he is affected more profoundly by harsh words and judgment than are normal 

people, and that he is particularly disposed toward inhibition and embarrassment in matters 

regarding intimacy. Beyond this instance of irrationality, there are no obvious grounds for 

exculpating Nurse Ratched. She is considered by all to be a person of authority and, 
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