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-.:f What's In a Name? 
fj- Why Should We Remember? 

The Liberty Tree on 
St. John's College Campus 

Annapolis, Maryland 
Dr. Edward C. Papenfuse 

President O'Brien, Governor Glendening, Comptroller Schaefer, ladies 

and gentlemen: 

Today,* we not only pay tribute to the largest known Tulip tree in 

America as a Maryland Treasure well worth saving, but also, through the 

miracle of modern genetics, we ~ommence its cloning as a living memo

rial to those who have struggled over the years since its birth to define the 

meaning of Liberty. Indeed, there is no greater symbol of resistance to 

arbitrary rule and of the advocacy of representative government than a 

Liberty Tree. One historian, John Higham, has even suggested that the 

Liberty Tree replace Uncle Sam as "a compelling symbol of American 

identity:' 
The idea of Liberty embodied in a living tree comes from Boston in 

1765, when the Sons of Liberty chose a stately elm under which to voice 

their opposition to the Stamp Act, a British-imposed tax on newspapers 

and official documents. They also commissioned Paul Revere to design a 
medal that each member wore that bore the image and the caption "Liberty 

Tree:' The best known and most articulate critic of the Stamp Act was a 

resident of Annapolis, Daniel Dulany, whose stirring words helped mar

shal all of the colonies to resist taxation without representation. 

• Dr. EJwan.J C. Papenfuse is State Archivist of Maryland. He delivered these remarks on the occasion 
of designating the Liberty Tree a Maryland Treasure by the Maryland Commission for Celebration 
2000 on June 3, 1999. 
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Undoubtedly, Dulany and the Sons of Liberty also supplemented their 

words with such protest songs as the popular "Liberty;' first widely pub
lished in 1763, which begins 

Hearts of oak are we still, for we're sons of those men 

who always were ready, 

steady boys, steady, 

to fight for our freedom again and again. 

and has a chorus 

Come, chear up, my lads, to our country be firm, 

As kings of the ocean, we'll weather each storm, 

Integrity calls out, uFair Liberty;' see, 
Waves our flag o'er our heads, and her words, are, BE FREE 

The Stamp Act was repealed, but in its place carne ever more repugnant 

and repressive laws passed by a Padiarnent in which Americans had no vote. 

By September 1775, the citizens of Annapolis, like their counterparts in 

the other twelve colonies, returned to their Liberty Trees to condemn the 

oppression and launch a resistance that would end in independence. This 

time a new song was composed by Thomas Paine, the author of Common 

Sense, which again was instandy popular. Called 'The Liberty Tree;' one 

verse in particular resonates the meaning of liberty as succeeding genera

tions of Americans have come to define it: 

The celestial exotic struck deep in the ground, 

Like a native it flourish'd and bore; 

The fame of its fruit, drew the nations around, 

To seek out its peaceable shore. 

Unmindful of names or distinction they carne, 

For freemen like brothers agree: 

With one spirit endow'd they one friendship pursued, 

And their temple was Liberty Tree. 
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The British so hated Liberty Trees that when they occupied the sea

ports of Boston and Charleston they cut the Liberty Trees down. The 

Boston Liberty Elm became fourteen cords of wood to fuel the British 

campfires, while the stump of the Charleston Liberty Oak was burned to 

remove any trace of its existence, only to have its roots made into heads of 

canes, one of which was presented to Thomas Jefferson. 

Annapolis was never occupied and its Liberty Tree would become the 

town's oldest living survivor of the Revolutionary era, ultimately playing a 

role in our nation's history, not unlike that of Annapolitan Charles Carroll 

of Carrollton, who became the revered last surviving signer of the 

Declaration of Independence. 

As a symbol and shelter to Liberty, the history of this Liberty Tree did 

not end with Washington's resignation as Commander-in-Chief, nor with 

the ratification of the Treaty of Peace, both of which occurred but a short 

distance away in the historic Old Senate Chamber of the State House. Over 

time, it was visited by a number of distinguished citizens and became the 

site of celebration, including the 4th of July. 

In December I 824, the Marquis de Lafayette returned from his horne 

in France to speak in its shadow, having witnessed a revolution in his own 

country in which over 60,000 Liberty Trees were planted, and in which the 

Liberty Tree became a general symbol of adherence to its principles. 

Lafayette came to Annapolis to thank Maryland for the citizenship 

bestowed upon him some forty years before, and to receive, once again, the 

accolades of a grateful people for the part he had played at Washington's 

side during the Revolution. 

One hundred and four years later, in I 928, even President Calvin 

Coolidge would speak here in tribute to the principles for which this tree 

stands. 

Beginning its life as a sapling 400 orso yeats ago, and now nearly IOO 
feet tall with branches spreading 60 feet wide, this magnificent tree proud

ly symbolizes the constant struggle to define and defend what is meant by 
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'Liberty'. It has weathered debilitating storms that cast its limbs on the 

sleeping Civil War soldiers encamped beneath it. A fire in its trunk renewed 

its life but required tons of concrete and reinforcement bars to keep it 

standing. To keep it alive requires careful and constant care. An offspring 

today flourishes on English soil at Kew Gardens. Soon each of the original 

I3 states will have a genetic duplicate, fulfilling in fact the historic motto 

of the Maryland General Assembly which dates back to the time of the 

Revolution: Crescite et Multiplicamini, Grow and Multiply. 

In its most recent history, however, lies the most meaningful testimony 

to this tree's distinguished past. Under its branches, successive generations 

of St. John's students have debated and discussed the great books of the 

world, held their commencements, and, for recreation, have battled the 

Navy with croquet mallets and wooden balls. 

As Clemenceau, France's World War I Premier, is thought to have said, 

"Liberty is the right to discipline oneself so as not to be disciplined by oth

ers:' Today we too often take liberty for granted. Like the students of St. 

John's, we should stop and think of how we got where we are, how much 

pain and travail we went though to get here, and how so many people &om 

so many different nations have managed to come together here to live in 

relative peace. 

We live in a great nation in which liberty carries with it a great deal of 

responsibility. It is most important that we pause now and then, perhaps in 

the shade of a great tree such as this, to reflect on what Liberty is all about 

and to recall the words of Thomas Paine in I775: 

From the east to the west blow the trumpet to arms, 

Thro' the land let the sound of it flee, 

Let the far and the near,-all unite with a cheer, 

In defense of our Liberty Tree. 

Thank you. 
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Sources: 

Documentation for these remarks ts available at the Museum 
Without Walls on the Maryland State Archives web site: 

http:/ /www.mdsa.net 





-..:f Liberty Tree Ceremony 
fj:- Christopher B. Nelson 

Introduction 

I don't quite know how to greet you this cool brisk morning, as we 

all feel such a deep sense of sadness over the duty we must perform today. 

So we will do our best to celebrate the great life of the Liberty Tree and 

the good things that it stands for. 

I am Christopher Nelson, president of St. John's College. I want to 

start by setting out the protocol for this morning's ceremony, providing 

you with an explanation for our action, and telling you what we will be 

doing with the wood and leaves once the Liberty Tree is down and what 

the college will be doing for an appropriate memorial and commemora

tion. 
First, let me thank all of you for being with us to pay tribute to this 

venerable old friend, this symbol of America's most treasured prize: the 

independence and liberty of our people. 

I want especially to thank: 

• Governor Glendening for joining us 

• Janet Owens, our county executive 

• Dean Johnson, mayor of the city of Annapolis 

• Louise Hayman, executive director of 
Maryland 2000 
• The several members of the Maryland 

legislature who are here, including our own 

representative, Richard D' Amato 

• And most of all, the many, many friends of the 

Liberty Tree gathered here today. 

Christopher B. Nelson is President at the Annapolis Campus of St. John's College. These remarks 

were delivered on Octobrr 25, 1999, 
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When I have completed these introductory remarks, we will hear a 

few words from the Governor, from Louise Hayman of Maryland 2000, 

county executive Janet Owens and Mayor Dean Johnson. I will speak for 

the college. We will then have a presentation of colors by the U.S. Marine 

Corps Color Guard, followed by a moment of silence during which the 

bell in McDowell Hall will toll thirteen times, once for each of the thir

teen original colonies. 

Mayor Dean Johnson will present a commemorative wreath to be laid 

at the foot of the Liberty Tree. 

We will then dedicate an offspring of the Liberty Tree as a monument 

to its natural parent. This is the tree now standing just opposite the Liberty 

Tree on the front of our campus, grown from a seedling of the Liberty 

Tree planted IIO years ago, and now a majestic tree in its own right. 

After that dedication, I will introduce a special guest who will place 

a bouquet of flowers at the foot of the new Liberty Tree. This will be fol

lowed by the singing of the national anthem, authored by one of our 

alumni, Francis Scott Key, and sung by one of our faculty members, Peter 

Kalkavage. 

That will conclude the ceremony. 

Following the ceremony, workmen from The Care of Trees will begin 

the difficult work of raking down the tree. The college will save all the 

wood from the tree that can be preserved. We will haul it off campus to 

a site where the wood can be cured for use at a later date. Mementos of 

the tree will then be made available to all who want a piece of the Liberty 

Tree. We are still determining what form those mementos should take. 

In the meantime, we have already removed a few low hanging branch

es and plan to distribute to everyone present this morning commemora

tive leaves from the tree. College representatives staffing the reception 

table will distribute leaves to everyone following the ceremony. We also 

have at those tables copies of summaries from the lengthy report of 

arborist Russell Carlson, the last in a succession of tree experts the col

lege consulted in an effort to save the tree. 
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At those tables, we have two books available for written comments by 

members of the public. Some of you may wish to express your sadness 
over the loss of the tree, others to share a story about it, and some to sug

gest what we might do with the wood. I invite all of you to take the time 

to sign the books and add your thoughts and comments. 

The Decision to Take Down the Tree 

Almost six weeks ago, on September sixteenth, hurricane Floyd hit 

the area, bringing high winds and dumping over twelve inches of rain on 

the city of Annapolis. Area work crews are still cleaning up the damage 

caused and clearing the countless trees downed by the hurricane. The 

Liberty Tree suffered a fifteen-foot crack extending from the split at the 
first huge branch off the stem and well down into the trunk itsel£ A sec

ond crack has developed along the main stem. The cracks indicate both 

that the tree has decayed and that the wood is brittle. Because the trunk 

is filled with concrete, stress from the wind has been causing the tree to 

pivot. The tree was deemed a safety hazard and a fence was erected. The 

college gave notice to all that the area within was unsafe. 

During the first several days afi:er the storm, the college called in sev

eral experts to examine the damage to the tree. The local tree company 

that has been under contract to rake care of the tree since 1959 advised 

that it be taken down, saying that it posed "an imminent risk of failure" 

and that it was already "in the process of failing:' Other private firms, the 

state Department of General Services, the National Arboretum and other 

sources were consulted, and all reported to the college that the Liberty 

Tree could not be saved. College officials sought help from the governor 

and comptroller of Maryland. The governor and the Department of 
General Services arranged for the arborist who cares for many of the 

state's large trees to take a look at the Liberty Tree. 
On October fifteenth, we received the twenty-seven-page report of 

this arborist, Russell Carlson. He found that the tree was "now struc
turally weakened to a degree that it poses a hazard to any person or object 
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within reach of its branches:' He declared it to be "at great risk of mas

sive structural failure:' 
He further found that the decay in the tree was progressing at an 

increasing pace and that the decline in the tree's structural integrity could 
not be reversed. The uentire tree now consists of a hollow shell of wood, 

sometimes only two or three inches thick ... much below the safe thresh

old level:' Afi:er examining the alternatives including pruning and 

mechanical supports, he concluded that even the "process of installing 

these support mechanisms and shortening the canopy would be detri

mental to the tree, and would result in a more rapid decline of its vitali

ty:' He concluded, 'The only prudent course of action ... is to remove 

the tree now. It is inherently unsafe, and at a high risk of failure:' 

The tree has lived a long and valiant life and has already been on life 

support for the last century. Notwithstanding the health and beauty of its 

canopy, its structural support is no longer sufficient to carry its weight

any weight-and its hollow shell is too fi:agile to support external means 
of reinforcement. The crack has widened in the weeks since hurricane 

Floyd and the tree is now standing only because of the cables already 

strung through the tree. The pressure on those cables too is growing. 

Tulip trees grow rapidly and typically die early, usually within their 

first 100 years. Their wood is soft and brittle. Well-maintained, long
lived, protected and healthy trees may survive to 250 years. None other 

we know of has lived past 400 years as the Liberty Tree has. In other 

words, this may be not only the last surviving Liberty Tree fi:om the days 
of the Revolution, but the oldest known tulip tree, too--and it now is in 

the process of dying. 
It is with a heavy heart that we take the tree down now before it does 

damage to others. We hope to leave a stump at the base and surround it 

with a protective iron fence. When the stump has produced new suckers 

in the spring, suitable stock for cloning, we will remove the remainder of 
the stump and its concrete interior, and make room for a clone or seedling 

to take its place in the same spot. A cloning project is now underway in 
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laboratories at tbe University of Maryland, part of a project undertaken 

by the Maryland Commission for Celebration 2000. [It was not possible 

to preserve tbe stump of tbe tree, Ed.] 
I want to thank the governor, his staff and tbe Department of General 

Services for tbeir support in helping us tty to find a way to save tbe tree, 

tbe controller, too, and his staf£ and tbe Maryland Commission for 
Celebration 2000 for tbeir prescience in starting a cloning project four 

months before tbe hurricane hit. I tbank also the many friends who offered 

advice and financial support as we agonized over tbis decision. 

The Liberty Tree at St. John's College 

St. John's College is the tbird oldest college in the United States, trac
ing its origins to I696. Yet tbe Liberty Tree was a mature tree back tben. 

It began irs life long before Isaac Newton ever gave tbought to tbe notion 

of universal gravitation to explain why tbe tree's broken boughs might fall 

down toward tbe eartb ratber tban away to the heavens. Back to tbe days 
of Cervantes, before the dawn of modern science, before classical music 

was ever conceived-this tree's birtb predates tbe majority of the great 

books on tbe St. John's College classical program of education. It stood 

tall and majestic in tbe years before tbe Revolution to serve as a popular 
public meeting place in colonial times. And, of course, it was here tbat 

Annapolis residents planned tbeir own tea party before burning tbe ves

sel Peggy Stewart in I 77 4. Francis Scott Key, a graduate of tbe college, was 

an admirer of tbe tree, and one of his classmates, John Shaw, penned a 
poem entitled "The Ancient Tree;' one of many poems written about tbe 

tree by students of tbe college over tbe centuries. In tbose days, two hun

dred years ago, when irs age was tbought to be approaching 400 years, irs 

condition was even tben described as fragile. Hear tbe opening lines of 

John Shaw's I 797 poem: 

The ancient tree, autumnal storms assail, 

tby shattered branches spread tbe sound afar; 
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thy tall head bows before ·the rising gale, 

thy pale leaf flits along the troubled air. 

General Lafayette was greeted beneath its boughs in I824 and Civil 
War soldiers camped here too. It has suffered through wind and storm, 

lightning strikes and hurricanes, even fire and a gunpowder explosion in 

its hollow trunk. 

For the past seventeen years, students &om the college and midship

men from the Naval Academy have fought their annual battle on the cro

quet field of honor beneath this tree. 

And for as many years as memory can serve, seniors have received 

their diplomas beneath the tree during the college's annual commence

ment ceremonies. 

The Liberty Tree has served generations of students as a symbol of 

the world they would enter upon leaving these halls-a world touched 

deeply by the idea of individual political freedom under the rule of law, 

in a nation rooted deeply in these principles with the perennial promise 

of renewal. 

But this tree has also served these students as a symbol for the kind 

of education they began at St. John's College. I am speaking of a liberal 

education. This word "liberal" is related to the word "liberty;' and the 

college's own motto is built on a Latin pun over the root word for liber

ty. It goes like this: 

Facio liberos ex libecis libris libraque 

I make free men from children by means of books and a balance 

These two things, government by the people under law ... and lib

eral education, ought always to be linked together in the minds of our 
students and in the minds of all thoughtful Americans if we wish to 

remain a free society dedicated to preserving life, liberty and the pur
suit of happiness. 
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Let me see if I can be more clear about this relationship. Consider 

this formulation for education: I go to school to learn a trade so that I 

can get a job and earn a living. 
Now, there is nothing wrong with wanting this much &om an educa

tion. It is really quite useful. But there is something terribly wrong with 

wanting nothing more. After all, does that formulation sound like "the 

pursuit of happiness?" No; it may be a necessary condition for life, but it 

is not sufficient for living a good life--a life concerned with happiness. You 

must ask more of your education than how to make a living if you care about 

living a good life. Liberal education is concerned less with the means-the 
"how-to" --of achieving your desires, and more with the ends themselves. 

A liberal education frees the individual &om the limitations of thinking 
about means, and helps him to think about life's purposes. To distinguish 

good &om evil, you must free yourselves &om the prison of ignorance, the 

constraints of convention, and the bonds of prejudice and popular opin

ion. Liberal education has to do with that kind of liberation. 
The health of the nation depends on its citizens experiencing that kind 

of liberation. The power to choose one's own ends in a government <if the 

people and by the people carries with it the awesome responsibility of 

knowing something about what the purposes of government ought to 
be-which ends are good and which are bad, which ones are conducive to 

the management of private affairs alone, and which are concerned with 

the public good-those purposes that ask what it means to have a gov

ernment for the people. 
These then are the principles of liberty to which we dedicate our

selves at St. John's College, and it will behoove us to recall these purpos

es with other symbols once this dear tree is gone. 

The closing refrain &om another srudent's poem &om I896, dedi

cated to this tree, now seems appropriate: 

Farewell, thou noble Poplar Tree! 

Each rising sun but hastens our advent 



18 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

Upon the stage of life, when we must leave 

Thee, Poplar, Yea, how soon; but sun ne'er shed 

A brighter glow in human heart than doth 

Thine image, Poplar: and although decades 

Have rolled away, and Fortune kind called 

To us position with the foremost, still 

Unquenched will be the spark of love which draws 

Us to thee, Poplar 

And now we turn to the next generation. 1;, 1889, a seedling of the 

Liberty Tree was planted on the opposite side of the front campus near 

the Greenfield Library. We will, at St. John's College, begin a new tradi

tion next May, weather permitting, by celebrating commencement under 

its limbs. 

We hereby dedicate it to that purpose and to carry with it the mem

ory of its parent and the symbol of political freedom for which it stood 

Thank you all for joining us this morning. Please feel free to stay to 

sign the comment books, take your Liberty lea£ and observe the begin

ning of what promises to be a long and difficult tree removal project. 

Farewell, dear Friend. Farewell, thou noble poplar. 



--:g What Was New about 

fj- the New Republic? 
Harvey Flaumenhaft 

Practical people ofi:en have a certain disdain for theory, since theory 

does not tell you what to do here and now, about this or that particular. 

Be glad that it doesn't-since, afi:er all, if theory did tell you what to do, 

there would then be no need for you. The decisions that you are called 

upon to make could be made instead by a computer program. The very 

value of theory for the man or woman of affairs depends upon the dif

ference between theory and practice. Theory does not determine practice; 

it informs practice. What I mean by that is not that theory supplies prac

tice with its information; I mean, rather, that theory gives practice its 

form. The terminology, the premises and the methods that are now in use 

by practical people as they go about their business are all the outcome

to a surprising degree--of theoretical reflections that arose unexpected

ly and controversially but eventually carne to be taken for granted. 

Unless much of what we think were taken for granted much of the 

time, we would not be able to cope with the complex and ever-changing 

world, and so we usually do not worry much about theoretical questions. 

We do not keep wondering what ultimate standard of success to use in 

judging what we do. We do not relenrlessly pursue the question of what 
questions are the best to ask, or try to fi:nd an answer to the question of 

what makes answers adequate or even relevant. 

Sometimes, however, in unprecedented or in critical moments, we 

cannot take such things for granted. And even in quiet times, amid cir
cumstances that do not seem momentous, we sometimes get the feeling 

Harvey Flaumenhaft is Jean at the Annapolis campus of St. John's College. This lecture was 

delivered there on August 28, 1998. Earlier versions were delivered at Anne Arundel Community 

College, Arnold, Maryland, on May 5, 1987, and at the National Defense University: Industrial 
College of the Armed Forces, Washington, DC, August 27, 1990. 
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that unless we reassess prevailing modes of thought we shall miss out on 

hidden opportunities, or else drift gradually downward to disaster. 

In order to make ourselves more thoughtful about the fundamental 

things we take for granted-to get some perspective on our handling of 

the urgent particulars of the here and now-there is nothing better than 

considering the thinking of first-rate minds of other times or places. For 

doing this, we Americans have a ready resource of our own, one guaran
teed to be not only somewhat distant but at the same time also especial

ly relevant to our needs. The United States was, after all, the first "new 

nation"-the first country that attempted to make fundamental innova

tions by reflection and choice, an effort that requires hard thinking. The 

records left to us by the American founders can help us to rethink for our

selves a very serious effort by some very thoughrfUI practical men to con

sider the foundations of politics. 
Those who laid the foundations of the new American nation were 

raised on the classics of Greek and Roman antiquity. They admired the 
virtue that sprouted from the soil of the ancient republic, and they sought 

to revive republican government, which had fallen into disrepute. They 

sought to revive it, however, on a new foundation and in a new form. They 

rejected the classical philosophy that articulated the foundation of the 

classical city, and they rejected the classical city as a model of political 

organization. Under the influence of modern philosophers, they believed 

that the understanding of nature (including human nature) had recently 
taken some great steps forward, and had thus made it possible for even 

greater progress to be made-if only those who led the way saw dearly 

what they were trying to do, and could articulate it dearly enough, and 

promote it courageously enough, to gain and keep a following in a coun
try so fOrtunately endowed with natural and with human resources as was 

America. 

The attempt of the American founders to progress beyond the clas
sics cannot be understood without understanding what it was that they 

sought to go beyond, and why. Among other things, it is not easy to 
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understand how to fit together, on the one hand, the rejection of classi

cal philosophy and the classical city, and, on the other hand, the admira

tion for classical virtue. To understand those things requires theoretical 
reflection. 

Among the American founders was Alexander Hamilton-a man 

admired, even by his enemies, for penetrating to the foundations of prac

tical questions, for relentlessly pursuing a line of thought to the end, and 

for expressing his thinking with extraordinary clarity. 1 During the 

Revolutionary War, Hamilton was aide-de-camp to George Washington, 

the Commander-in-Chief of the American army. He was a prime mover 

in the effort that produced the new Constitution of the United States, 

and he was responsible for the classic account of its meaning, The Federalist 
Papers, the writing of parts of which he assigned to collaborators. When 

Washington became the first President of the new republic, Hamilton 

acted as a kind of prime minister in his capacity as Secretary of the 

Treasury, creating the financial basis for national security and prosperity. 

And when Washington was called from retirement to preside over the cre

ation of an army during America's quasi-war with France, Hamilton was 

placed in charge as second-in-command to the aged chie£ There can be 

no doubt that Hamilton was a most practical man of affairs. It was 

nonetheless his belief that, however much the practice of government 

might differ from the activity of theory, no one could be a statesman who 

did not engage in theory. His theoretical reflections informed the words 

by means of which he accomplished his deeds--deeds that did much to 

shape the world around us and also to shape the minds with which we, 

even now, observe and deal with that world. 

That is why I propose to consider Alexander Hamilton's account of 

the problem of popular government and its solution. It raises questions 

about how to relate the classical political thought of our tradition to the 

world that we inhabit as Americans. So, let me turn now to my subject. It 

might be called "the effective republic:' 
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The New Foundation 

When the new Constitution was first proposed, its opponents argued 

that it would not be safe. So much power should not be placed in any gov

ernment over a country so extensive as the United States of America, they 

said. Alexander Hamilton replied that this argument wandered from the 

real question. It is absurd, he said, to give a government the job of direct

ing the most essential interests of the nation, while not daring to entrust it 

with the powers that it needs for doing the job effectively. The people, he 

agreed, should be vigilant and carefUl to see that their government is so 

formed as to be safely vested with the requisite powers. But the question 

that he thought the critics should address was this. did the structure of the 

proposed government render it worthy of the people's confidence? It was 

beside the point to attack the proposal for giving the government too much 

power. If there was to be a government extending over the entire United 

States--if the states were to remain united-then the powers of the Union 

would have to be at least as great as those proposed, said Hamilton. 

Without the powers proposed to make it a more perfect union, the very 

incompletely united Union would fall apart. The extent of the country, far 

from arguing against the powers proposed, was itself the strongest argument 

in Javor of a powerfUl government-for no weaker government could pre

serve the union of so large a country. 

But the adversaries of the Constitution wished to keep the Union, even 

though it required what they were unwilling to accept --effective govern

ment of the Union. HLet us not attempt to reconcile contradictions;' insist

ed Hamilton, "but firmly embrace a rational alternative:' The question of 

the extent of the Union's powers could not be the real question, because the 

alternative to the Union was not a real alternative for choice. It could 

become such an alternative only if there were a reconsideration of the spir

it of modern life, and of the modern view that derives civil society from an 

equality of natural rights. From the principles of modern government came 

the foundation that supports the structure of modern government. 

Modern government is, fundamentally, representative popular government; 

and the representative republic when perfected is extensive. Only a rejection 
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of the large republic could justifY the refusal to generate an effective gov

ernment of the Union, which might become ever more completely the gov

ernment of the nation. Hamilton therefore had to discuss why the large 

republic is, in principle, better than the small. 

The only serious republican alternative to the extended republic is the 

very small republic. The opponents of the proposed Constitution, said 

Hamilton, keep referring to Montesquieu, who wrote that a republican gov

ernment must have a small territory. But they have not drawn the right con

clusion from the principle with which they so readily agree. They have not 

noticed that when Montesquieu recommended a small extent for republics, 

the size that he had in view was far smaller than the limits of almost every 

one of the American states. If the opponents of the Constitution were 

right that the liberties of the United States would probably be easily sub

verted under a government having the powers proposed, then there ought 

at once to be an end of all delegated authority. The people should resolve 

to recall all the powers which they have previously let go out of their own 

hands, and, in order to be able to manage their own concerns in person, 

they should divide themselves into very many, very little republics--into as 

many states as there are counties. 

Hamilton insisted that if Americans refused to the government of the 

Union those extensive powers which are needed to maintain an extensive 

republic, then limited monarchy is what they would eventually get, at best. 

More likely, they would end up living under several little despotisms. 

America's best hope for effective government in a republican form was the 

Constitution that had been proposed. 
Hamilton gave several reasons why the small republic is undesirable. 

One reason is the overwhelming urgency of mere safety from external dan

ger. It overwhelms, afrer a time, even the ardent love of liberty. An inde

pendent small republic, unable to withstand the power of a great enemy, is 

in a terrible situation; so is an independent small republic continually at war 

with neighbors as small as itsel£ And mere confederation is no solution to 

the problem of external defense. 
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The requirements of external defense, moreover, do not conflict with 

considerations of internal welfare. The extensive republic is better than the 

small one, not only because it is safer from external danger, but also because 

it is safer within. It is also more prosperous within. Let us examine these 

reasons more closely. 

The public councils of a large jurisdiction are more likely to act impar

tially than are the public councils of a smaller one, which does not contain 

so great a variety of interests. Councils with jurisdiction over a more exten

sive territory, containing a greater variety of interests, are less apt to be 

tainted by the spirit of faction. They are more out of the reach of those 

occasional ill humors or temporary prejudices and propensities which fre

quently contaminate the public deliberations in smaller societies that are 

less diverse. These evils beget injustice toward and oppression of a part of 

the community; and they engender schemes that gratifY a momentary incli

nation or desire but terminate in distress, dissatisfaction, and disgust. It is 
harder for these evils to produce an effect when a variety of interests must 

get together on a large scale--as they must before they can do much harm 

in an extensive republic. Extensiveness, moreover, not only presents an 

obstacle to the predominance of partiality in the public councils of the 

whole; it also helps to repress fuction in local councils, as well as local insur

rection against public authority. When a country is extensive, local disorders 

are disorders merely in a part, and hence may be overcome by those other 

parts that remain sound. 

Consider the ancient history of the small republic. In the republics of 

old, the people's true condition was that of a nation of soldiers. In those 

barbarous times, war was the principal business of man. The people of 

antiquity were poor, and the maxims they lived by were ferocious. The 

classical republics were inflated with the love of glory. The assembled peo

ple, jealous of authority, were an ungovernable mob.When not fighting 

against other peoples, they clashed tumultuously among themselves. 

Among themselves, they alternated between anarchy and despotism; with 

others, between despotism and servitude. 
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But eventually came those humane innovations of later times which 

accord with the pronouncements of enlightened reason. Not heroic display 

but profitable business, it came to be acknowledged, is the business of gov

ernment. The industrious habits of a modern people, absorbed in gainful 

pursuits and devoted to productive improvements, are incompatible with 

the condition of a nation of soldiers, where civic life centers on an assem

bly of warriors whose delight is domination. The industrious habits of a 

modern people are incompatible with the condition of a nation of citizens 

absorbed in being citizens; for if merely the power of appointing officers 

of government were ordinarily exercised by the people at large, the people 

would have little time for anything else. If those who might otherwise go 

about their business, with enterprise and industry, instead were busy where 

the action is, the citizenry would be impoverished-unless the action were 

that collective piracy which supported the armed splendor of antiquity. But 

modern humanity discountenances fierce rapacity; modern enlightenment 

looks not to dominion and to plunder, but to commerce and to industry. 

The common good, the good that is common to common men, 

requires that participation in government be uncommon. Government by 
the people cannot secure popular safety and prosperity. A people's liberty is 

not a stage or an arena for displaying popular action. It is rather a protec

tive fence, which, properly erected by popular fear and desire, and prudent

ly managed by wise and energetic leadership, may become a productive 

force. Liberty is that security for life and property which is provided by 

checks and controls on government. 

It was want of safety against the power of their governors that first led 

ancient men to popular government, said Hamilton. The interests of the 

people required government intimately connected with the people. In the 

first, crude attempts to institutionalize this connection, government for the 

people was identified with government by the people. Modern enlighten

ment, in founding government on the equal right of every man to secure his 

safety and prosperity, had revived the ancient prejudice against establishing 

power far from the hands of the people who are to be affected by the exer-
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cise of that power. The modern doctrine of equality had, however, also gen

erated a modern improvement which permitted government to be popular 

while freeing it from the defects of government by the collective body of 

the people. This principle of popular representation, said Hamilton, gave 

to modern republics the decisive advantage over ancient republics. 

Only in the small republic was it possible to have direct democracy, gov

ernment conducted directly by the assembled people. But the very good rea

sons for having popular government at all are reasons that argue in favor of 

representative democracy, and against government conducted directly by the 

assembled people of a small republic. It is sometimes said that a direct 

democracy would be the most perfect government if only it were practica

ble. Experience had proved, said Hamilton, that there is no political obser

vation more false than that. 

Small commonwealths are jealous, clashing, and tumultuous--the 

wretched nurseries of unceasing discord, and the miserable objects of uni

versal pity or contempt. Unceasing agitations and frequent revolutions are 

the continual scourges of small republics. In the ancient democracies, where 

the people themselves assembled, the field of debate presented an 

ungovernable mob, which was incapable of deliberation and was capable of 

every enormity. In these assemblies, the enemies of the people systemati

cally brought forward their plans of ambition; they were opposed by their 

enemies of another party; and it became a matter of contingency whether 

the people subjected themselves to be led blindly by one tyrant or by anoth

er. Thus no &iend to order or to rational liberty can read without pain and 

disgust the history of the commonwealths of ancient Greece. They were a 

constant scene of the alternate tyranny of one part of the people over the 

other, or of a few, usurping demagogues over the whole. This, together with 

the lack of a solid federal union to restrain the ambition and rivalry of the 

different cities, ended-afi:er a rapid succession of bloody wars-in their 

total loss of liberty and their subjection to foreign powers. 

It is impossible to read the history of the small republics of ancient 

Greece and Italy without feeling horror and disgust at the distractions 
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which continually agitated them, and at the rapid succession of revolutions 

which kept them perpetually in vibration between tyranny and anarchy, 

enjoying only brief and occasional felicity amid the furious storms of sedi

tion and party-rage that repeatedly and frequently overwhelmed them. 

The original government of most had been monarchy, which had suc

etunbed to its natural disease, despotism. In reaction, those communities 

had established popular governments in which (except for Sparta) the jeal

ousy of power hindered the people from trusting out of their own hands 

an authority competent to maintain the repose and stability of the com

monwealth. Thus they had erected government to keep them safe from each 

other and from strangers; then, finding themselves not safe from their gov

ernment, they exchanged it for one which lefr them even less safe from each 

other and from strangers. 

But a government framed for durable liberty must pay as much regard 

to giving the magistrates a proper degree of authority to make and execute 

the laws with vigor, as to guarding against encroachments by the magistrates 

upon the rights of the community. Just as too much power leads to despot

ism, so also too litde power leads to anarchy, and both lead eventually to the 

min of the people. These well-known maxims had never been given 

sufficient attention in adjusting governmental frameworks, and so the advo

cates of despotism had been able to draw arguments not only against the 

forms of republican government, but even against the very principles of civil 

liberty, from the disorders that disfigure the annals of the small ancient 

republics. 

America, however, was the beneficiary of progress. If it had been found 

impracticable to devise models of a structure more perfect than that of the 

small ancient republic, then the enlightened friends to liberty would have 

had to abandon the cause of republican government as indefensible. But it 

did not have to come to that, for the science of politics--like most other 

sciences--has been greatly improved. Now well understood is the effective

ness of various principles, which the ancients either did not know at all, or 

only knew imperfectly. These principles are powerful means for retaining 
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the excellencies of republican government while lessening or even avoiding 

its imperfections. Hamilton gives a catalogue of things that tend to the 

amelioration of popular systems of civil government-things that he says 

are either totally new discoveries or else have progressed towards their per

fection principally in modern times. After listing the regular distriburion of 

power into distinct departments, the introduction of legislative balances 

and checks, and the institurion of courts composed of judges who hold 

their offices during good behavior, he comes to the representation of the 

people in the legislature by deputies of their own elecrion; then he says that 

he will venture, however novel it may appear to some, to add one more, on 

a principle which has been made the foundarion of an objection to the new 

constitution: the enlargement of the orbit within which such systems are to 

revolve. 

In comparing our governments with those of the ancient republics, we 

must not hesitate to prefer our own, because every power with us is exer

cised by representarion, not in tumultuous assemblies of the collective body 

of the people, where what almost always has to govern is the art or impu

dence of the orator, rather than the utility or justice of the measure. 

However, it is only by enlarging the orbit within which popular systems are 

to revolve that full effect can be given to the principle which makes the 

modern American republic superior to the ancient republic-the principle 

of representation. And, with reciprocal action, it is only by representation 

that republican government can be made extensive. The celebrated principle 

that no government but a despotism can exist in a very extensive country 

has been misunderstood. It relates only to democtacies where the whole 

body of the people meet to transact business, and where representation is 

unknown. 

The New Problem 
We must, said Hamilton, prefer our own governments to those of the 

ancient republics, because every power with us is exercised by representa

tion. But jealousy of power has prevented our reaping all the advantages 
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which we ought to have obtained from the example of other nations. This 

jealousy of power has rendered the constitutions of the American gov

ernments in many respects feeble and imperfect. 

Americans threw off the British monarchy, not because a free people 

cannot have a prince, but because the British monarch refused to recog

nize that a free people must have its own representatives. Great Britain is 
a free country because its inhabitants have a share in the legislature 

through representation. In no government is consent safely given once for 

all time: a people not represented will be a people oppressed, and repre

sentation requires an intimate connection of interest between the repre

sentative and those he represents. The requisite intimate connection of 

interest does not, however, require that the body of representatives mirror 

the citizenry in all its multitudinous socio-economic variety. Indeed, the 

true and strong bonds of sympathy between the representative and the 

constituent are polirical-the twofold requirement that the representative 

depend upon the constituent for continuance in office, and that the rep
resentative and his posterity be bound by the laws to which he assents. 

The end of government is to secure the safety and prosperity of the 

people, who are its source. Government by the collective body of the peo

ple endangers and impoverishes the people. Popular representation, while 

securing the people against themselves (by removing government from the 

hands of the collective body of the people), also secures the people 

against the government. Only, however, if things are properly arranged. 

The body of representatives is different from the body of the people. 

The representative body is superior to the people in its ability to serve the 

people's interests. The representatives' interests, however, are not superior 

to the people's interests. Representatives might nonetheless come to think 

that they are. Safety requires, therefOre, that the members of the repre

sentative assembly be numerous, and also be frequently elected. 
That is not enough, however. Government flowing from the people 

must be divided to work for the people. Some partition of governmental 
power is essential to free government-indeed, the very definition of des-
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potism is: a government in which all power is concentrated in a single 

body. Absolute monarchy is its most obvious form, but no single body, not 

even a representative assembly, is a safe depository of ample unchecked 

power. 

In a nation itself made up of states, the particular state governments 

may contribute to safety against the general government of the whole by 

their multiplying the depositories of power. From one point of view, the 

state governments are the parts of the whole. But there is something prob

lematic in a multiplicity of depositories of power that are wholes of a 

sort similar to the whole of which they are parts. The government of such 

a whole (the parts of which themselves are wholes) verges on being a mere 

league of governments or a government over governments-that is to say, 

no government at all. If the whole is not to be an anarchy, the parts must 

lose their similarity to the whole, thus leaving the government of the 

whole a great mass of power deposited in a single representative body. 

However urgent may be the question of the partition of power among 

the component parts of a compound republic (that is, a nation of states), 

the central question is that of the partition of power among the several 

departments in a single government. 

There is a sense in which good government is thoroughly representa

tive. Under the proposed Constitution, Hamilton pointed out, the 

President of the United States himself would be a representative of the 

people. He would act to protect the people against an unfaithfUl 

Congress. Nonetheless, the proper name "The House of 

Representatives" belongs most properly to that one of the several gov

ernmental branches which is the representative body. By means of repre
sentation, the people obtain public servants, whom the people hire to free 

themselves for business other than the public business, and whom they 

can fire for acting as if free to neglect their tie to the people. The ends of 

representative government are served by government conducted according 

to law-legislation is the most manifestly public of acts--and legislation 

by a numerous assembly most represents the multitudinous people. The 
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legislature seems to represent the immediate being of the society. There 

is no question that free government requires a freely elected popular 

assembly. The question is what else it needs. 

Though representative government is perfected by the partitioning of 

governmental power, it is diffirult to maintain such partition in a govern

ment that is thoroughly representative. Insofar as the parts do not 

approach being whole governments themselves, the parts must be differ

entiated organs. But one of them, the popular legislative assembly, the 

part most properly called representative, tends to primacy and even hege
mony. The partitioning of power, and even the intermixture of the pow

ers of the parts, are partly explained by the need for checks upon power, 

and for balance to preserve the system of checks. But the partitioning of 

power cannot be understood unless one understands the parts as differ

entiations of power, each with its own peculiar property. Representation 

is necessary to the foundation of good government, but representation is 

not the whole of it. 
Popular representation freed the populace from continual contention 

and for productive industry, while safeguarding them against their gover

nors. Americans had accepted this governing principle, Hamilton 

thought, but imperfectly. Representative popular government could suc

ceed as an alternative to the discredited participatory popular government 

only by developing administrative effectiveness. By itsel£ representation 

did not suffice to protect the people against turmoil and invasion, and to 

manage their prosperity. The people had to choose: government by the 
people, affecting democratic workings-or government from and for the 

people, effecting popular works. The proper end of government is pop
ular, as also is its source. Popular representation is the fimdamenral 
reliance for keeping the ends of government popular. According to 

Hamilton, while the Chief Executive is in a sense a representative, the rep

resentatives in the most precise signification are those officials who are 

most numerous and have the shortest duration in office of all the men 

publicly elected. On the other hand, Hamilton also thought that while 
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uthe administration of government" (the actual business of governing) 

is in its "largest sense" the work of all the parts of the government

legislative, executive, and judicial-yet in its 11most precise signification" 

the administration of government is the work of the executive part. The 

most popular part of government, the numerous assembly of represen

tatives with short duration in office, cannot itself do the actual detailed 

work of governing. 

Government flowing &om the people must be divided to work for 
the people. Partition prevents bad deeds by multiplying the agencies which 

must cooperate to act. The powers needed to do much of anything are 

separated, on the presumption that although the several depositories of 

power will have difficulty coming together, and staying together, in order 

to do bad things, they will nonetheless come together, and stay togeth
er, in order to do good. But the fear that leads to precautions against gov

ernment's doing bad may lead to arrangements that keep government 

&om doing much good. In a government amply arranged for safety 

against government, adequately arranging for effectiveness of govern
ment is a problem. 

The problem is twofold: to concentrate power sufficiently for many 

wills to act as one, at one time, soon enough; and to stabilize policy 

sufficiently for many actions to be in concert during a long time, for con

stant purposes. Unless the powers of government are apportioned to 

promote effectiveness, those who take part in the mutable affairs of the 

multitudes of men massed in political society will be uncooperative and 

improvident. Good government--a system of liberty that is effective for 

protection and prosperity-must concentrate power and keep policy 

constant. America's new order of the ages would not last for ages if the 
founders could not &nd a way to make the means of safety also 

efficacious. 

The man who most sharply posed the problem rried to show the way 
to a solution. It was Alexander Hamilton who taught what it takes to 

administer a republic. The people are the beginning and the end of good 
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government, he thought, but between the source and the outcome oper

ates that organization of means which is administration. Popular repre

sentation is of little avail without effective administration. Republican 

statesmanship required that American principles be restated. 
Government flowing &om the people must be divided to work for the 

people. Partition can promote good deeds by differentiating agencies so that 

different sorts of work are done. The very device for diminishing danger 

from government can be employed as well for promoting effectiveness of 

government. Effectiveness of government had two ingredients fur 

Hamilton: unity and duration. Neither of these is characteristic of the 

numerous and short-lived popular representative body that is both char

acteristic of free government and fundamental to good government. 

Nonetheless, both ingredients of effectiveness could be infused into parts 

of a popular government properly partitioned. 
To see how, let us consider the Presidency and the Senate. Both insti

tutions were attacked by opponents of the Constitution. From the 
Presidency, they said, monarchy would arise; &om the Senate, aristocracy. 

Hamilton defended the constitutional provisions for both Presidency and 

Senate, as necessary to the success of popular government. Let us first 

consider some of Hamilton's arguments concerning unity in the 
Presidency, and then some others that he made concerning duration in 

the Senate. 

The One Ingredient of the Solution 
The true test of a good government is irs aptitude and tendency to 

produce a good administration, said Hamilton, and rorms of government 

differ in their aptitude and tendency to produce a good administration. 

Hamilton presented himself as someone who is able to estimate the share 

that the executive in every government must have in its good or bad 

administration. 

The single-minded attention to security &om abuse of power, he said, 
does not attend with due care to the mischief that may occur when the 
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public business cannot go forward at critical seasons. Whenever two or 

more persons are engaged in any common enterprise, there is always a 

danger of difference of opinion, and there is peculiar danger of person

al emulation and even of animosity if it be a public trust or oflice cloth

ing them with equal dignity and authority. Men often oppose a thing 

merely because they have had no agency in planning it, or because it may 

have been planned by those whom they dislike, or because they had once 

been consulted and happened to disapprove. 

The principles of a free government require submitting to the incon

veniences of dissension in the formation of the legislature. In the legisla

ture, moreover, prompt decision is more often bad than good. There, 

deliberation and moderation are often promoted by the differences of 

opinion and the jarring of parties that may sometimes obstruct salutary 

plans. In the executive department, however, dissension does no good that 

counterbalances the harm which it does to what should be the character

istic features of the executive: vigor and expedition. 

A numerous legislature is best adapted to deliberation and wisdom, 

and is also best calculated to conciliate the confidence of the people and 

to secure their privileges and interests, whereas a single executive is best 

because the proceedings of one man are most eminently characterized by 

decision, activity, secrecy, and dispatch. 
Hamilton presented a list of the sorts of "executive details" that con

stitute what seems to be most properly understood by the administration 

of government: "the actual conduct of foreign negotiations, the prepara

tory plans of fi:nance, the application and disbursement of the public 

monies, in conformity to the general appropriations of the legislature, the 

arrangement of the army and navy, the direction of the operations of 
war; these and other matters of a like nature:' 

The apportiomnent of power into several depositories is not an item

by-item distribution guided only by the wish to prevent abuse by equili
brating the capacity for abuse: there are sorts of work into which the var

ious powers of government have a natural tendency to be sorted. The 
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executive power has an inherent nature: it is not a convention produced by 
the Constitutional Convention. What our Constitution does is to vest the 

executive power, with certain expressed exceptions and qualifications, in 

an official called the President, and the executive powers which it enu

merates are not exhaustive of the President's powers. There is unanimous 

agreement that the vesting of the executive power in the President ought 

to be interpreted in conformity with other parts of the Constitution 

which express exceptions and qualifications. There is also unanimous 

agreement that it ought to be interpreted in conformity with the princi

ples of free government. About the meaning of the latter, however, there 

is antagonistic disagreement. According to Hamilton, free government 

must not only be free, it must also be government. Free government need 

not simply be popular; it may also be monarchical. 

The idea that a vigorous executive is inconsistent with the spirit of 

republican government is, to say the least; not without its advocates; but 

Hamilton places them in a dilemma: those who are unfriendly to the pro

posed Constitution because its executive is energetic must choose between 

government that is republican but bad, and government that is good but 

non-republican. 

Opposition to the energetic executive must be abandoned by enlight

ened well-wishers to republican government, for energy in the executive 

is a leading characteristic in the definition of good government. Energy 

in the executive is essential to the protection of the community against 

foreign attacks, and it is just as essential internally. Internally, it is essen
tial to the steady administration of the laws, and it is also essential to the 

protection of property against those irregular combinations which 
sometimes interrupt the ordinary course of justice, as well as to the secu

rity of liberty against the enterprises and assaults of ambition, faction, 

and anarchy. 
Whatever may be our theory about the preferability of republican 

over monarchical government, practice shows the necessity of an energetic 

executive. Hamilton's problem is to persuade enthusiastic defenders of 
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republicanism that a due dependence on the people, and a due responsi

bility-the two things which constitute safety in the republican sense
can consist with an executive attacked as monarchical because of its ener

gy. The chief or central difficulty with which Hamilton must contend is 

the fear that a concentration of governmental power in one man, the chief 

executive, is not safe. Americans' habits and opinions impede the effort to 

protect their rights and promote their interests. They resist being gov

erned, because they fear being oppressed. 

It is often best in a monarchy for the prince to relinquish part of an 

excessive prerogative in order to establish a more moderate government, 

better adapted to the happiness or temper of his people. A government 

characterized by the absolutely unqualified monarchical principle is less 

truly energetic than is its antithesis, free government. But, although free

dom has this tendency to energize government through the extensive feel

ings that identifY public and private, it also has a tendency to enfeeble gov

ernment, through the fear and the fear-manipulating envy which resist the 

concentration of power in men elevated above their fellows to exercise 

public authority. Freedom is not identical with energy: fi:eedom energizes 

when the requirements of energy are not ignored. A country like Great 
Britain, in which the principle of freedom has been joined to the monar

chical principle, may have both governmental energy and popular enthu

siasm. Early in the American Revolution, Hamilton declared himself in 

favor of what he ca!Ied "representative democracy;' and also urged an 

arrangement for administration by single men that he said would "blend 

the advantages of a monarchy and republic in our constitution:' 

Executive energy is essential to good government, however much it 

may be thought to be not republican, said Hamilton, and unity is the first 

ingredient of executive energy. This argument-that an executive author

ity lacking unity would be exercised with a spirit habitua!Iy feeble and 

dilatory-applies with principal weight to the first of two methods that 
destroys the unity of the executive: the arrangement for a plurality of 

magistrates of equal clignity and authority. That feeble arrangement is also 
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unsafe, owing to the danger of differences that might split the community 

into the most violent and irreconcilable factions. Thus there are not likely 

to be many advocates of this arrangement. 

More numerous were the advocates of the other method that destroys 

executive unity. This second method-the method more popular in 

America--ostensibly vests executive power in one man, but subjects him 

wholly or partly to the control and cooperation of others who are the 

members of his council. To this arrangement, which makes a council's con

rurrence constitutionally necessary to the operations of the ostensible exec

utive, the argument that a plural executive is an executive lacking energy does 

not apply with equal weight, Hamilton concedes; but he says that it does 

apply with a weight which is considerable. Harniltoris argument then goes 

on to turn against itself the argument for an executive council. Not only is 
the executive in this method still quite feeble (even if not so feeble as in that 

other plan), an executive with a council is also in fact unsafe. The method 

of an executive council, as much as the other method for plurality in the 

executive, tends to conceal faults and destroy responsibility, thus depriving 

the people of their securities against infidelity in elected officials. Those 

securities are the removal and punishment of wrongdoers, and (even more 

important in an elective government, because more commonly required) the 

censure of public opinion. 

The council in the British monarchy helps keep Britain free: it increas

es responsibility-from no responsibility whatever, to responsibility in 

some degree (though only in some degree, for the King of England is not 

bound to do what they say). But the American executive with a council 

would be less responsible, and would therefore be more dangerous to 

republican liberty. To recognize that many cannot exercise executive author

ity well, but to stop short of vesting that authority in one, is in fact to 

reduce the security against infidelity to the people. A few may combine 

more easily than many, but are harder to watch than one. 

The state government of Hamilton's immediate audience, he points 

out, has no council except for the single purpose of appointing to offices. 
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The republican fear of unity in the executive seems to make its last stand 

on this ground of appointments: even if there is only one chief magistrate, 

there must be many other magistrates; to allow him to name them all by 

himself would make him a lone magistrate, followed by his friends and ser

vants. Hamilton therefore takes note of how the President, while making 

appointments under the proposed Constitution, will be subject to the con

trol of a branch of the legislative body. 

What sort of arrangement is best calculated to promote a choice of the 

right men to fill executive offices? The legislators themselves are not to be 

the holders of executive office-they themselves are not to constitute the 

administtation. If the power of appointment is to be placed in a body of 

men, that body must be not the people at large, but a select body of a mod

erate number. Men in a select body of a moderate number, however, unlike 

a numerous and dispersed people collectively, are regulated in their move

ments by a systematic spirit of cabal and intrigue; which spirit of cabal and 

intrigue is the chief objection against reposing the power of appointment 

in such a body. The resolutions of a collective body are frequently distract

ed and warped by a diversity of views, feelings, and interests; and nothing 

ls so apt to agitate men's passions as personal considerations, whether relat

ing to themselves or to others whom they are to choose or prefer. Hence, 

the process of appointing to office when an assembly of men exercises the 

power will be a display of attachments and animosities that will result in a 

choice, not for merit, but for what gives to one party a victory or to many 

parties a bargain. 

One man, by contrast, will have fewer personal attachments to gratifY 

than will a body of men, each of whom may be supposed to have as many 

as does that one man. Moreover, a single man with the sole and undivided 

responsibility will have a livelier sense of duty and a more exact regard for 

reputation. He will be led by the concentration of obligation and interest 

to investigate with care what qualities merit appointment, and to prefer with 

impartiality men who have those qualities. Hence, to analyze and to esti

mate the peculiar qualities adapted to particular offices, one man of dis-
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cernment is better fitted than a body of men of equal or perhaps even of 

superior discernment. 

However, to reduce the danger of evils from one man's uncontrolled 

agency in appointments, it would be well to restrain him by making it dan

gerous to his reputation, or even to his political existence, fOr him to play 

favorites or to follow popularity. An effective check will be the requirement 

of the Senate's cooperation for appointment to office. Such a check would 

not impair executive energy: the Senate restrains only by the power to con

cur or not; the President retains the initiative. 

The Other Ingredient of the Solution 

Hamilton argued that there would be more constancy under the pro

posed Constitution because the Presidency would be a seat of resistance to 

harmful change, and of persistence in beneficial action. But the feature most 

characteristic of the Presidency was unity, not duration. Another part of 

government received a name that suggested lasting a long time-namely, 

the Senate. With respect to number, the few Senators are more than one but 

less than many; with respect to number, the Senate and the House of 

Representatives differ from each other only in degree, while both differ in 

kind from the President: bodies of men are more or less numerous, but 

unity is not numerous at all. The Senate is distinguished by duration: the 

Senate is a continuing body, for at no time can its membership change 

entirely, or even for the most part; and its members remain in office longer 

than any other officials elected in the republic. As the President is the incar

nation of nnity, so the embodiment of duration is the Senate. 

When the New York RatifYing Convention discussed the provisions 

for the Senate, an amendment was proposed: no person should be eligible 

as Senator for more than six years in any period of twelve years, and the leg

islatures of the several states should have power to recall their Senators and 

to elect others to serve for the remainder of the time for which those 

recalled had been appointed. Hamilton spoke against the amendment. 
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He began by speaking of the noncontroversial end, We all are eager to 

establish a republican government on a safe and solid basis, he said. We 

must therefore mix the ingredients that make for safety with those that 

make for solidity; we must not think that we have established good gov

ernment when we have provided only for republican safety. The choice of 

means to the noncontroversial end is most controversial. 

Nothing was more natural than that, in the commencement of a revo

lution which received its birth from the usurpations of tyranny, the public 

mind should be influenced by an extreme spirit of jealousy. To resist these 

tyrannical encroachments and to nourish this jealous spirit was the great 

object of all our institutions--and it was certainly a valuable object, he said. 

But the zeal for liberty became excessive. In forming our confederation, this 

passion alone seemed to actuate us, and we appear to have had no other 

view than to secure ourselves from despotism. Safety from despotism is cer

tainly one important object of good government. But there is another 

object, equally important, which enthusiasm kept us from attending to. Our 

exclusive attention to tying the representative to the people has kept us from 

seeing the need also to embody in our government another principle, a prin

ciple of strength and stability in the organization of government, and vigor 

in its operations. 

In every republic, he said, there should be some permanent body to 

correct the prejudices, check the intemperate passions, and regulate the 

fluctuations of a popular assembly. A body instituted for these purposes 

must be so formed as to exclude as much as possible from its own char

acter those infirmities and that mutability which it is designed to remedy. 

It is therefore necessary that it should be small, and that it should hold 

its authority during a considerable period. We shall never have an effec

tive government unless our government has within it some stable body 

which will pursue a system, will guard against innovations that lead to 

instability, and will have the opportunity to know what must be known 

for directing public affairs. 
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The people do not possess the discernment and stability necessary 

for systematic government. To deny this would be flattery, which their 

own good sense must despise. Yet these ttuths are not ofi:en held up in 

public assemblies-although they cannot be unknown to any who hear 

me, said Hamilton. The reason for this seems to be that the people are 

not only lacking in information but are also misled by artful men or by 

men of influence whose views are partial. The body of the people in every 

countty intend the good end; it almost goes without saying that the pop

ulace desires public prosperity. The people's leaders in America, however, 

need to be told that the people's deficiencies do not include an incapaci

ty to bear being told that they have deficiencies. The people are capable 

of recognizing that it is misleading flattery to tell them that they need not 

provide against their deficiencies. A part of the misleaders are misled by 

partial views that can be enlarged; a part of them, artful and ambitious, 

may be overcome by leadership that holds up in public assemblies the 

ttuths not ofi:en publicized in enthusiastically republican America. 

Because two objects need to be conciliated, there ought to be two distinct 

bodies in our government. One of the two bodies is to be immediately 

constituted by, and peculiarly to represent the people. Being dependent on 

the people and possessing all the popular features, it will have a quick sen

sibility of the ideas of the people; this body, being made up of represen

tatives elected for a short term who shall be closely united to the people, 

is the representative body. In addition to the representative body, there is 

to be another body: a permanent body with the firnrness to stand against 

popular fluctuations and to pursue the public interest, the ttue interest of 

the people, as the arts of demagogues and designing men play upon and 

generate popular dissatisfactions. 

The next day, Hamilton spoke again. He began by pointing out the 

source of the difficulty: ttuth in the matter under debate resided not in a 

single principle, but in a judicious combination of principles. There is a 

double object in forming systems of government-safety for the people, 

and energy in the administration. But one element in administrative ener-
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gy or governmental strength is stability: without stability as well as secu

rity for the rights of the people, government is not government, The prin

ciple of stability in government and the principle of safety for the people 

are best combined by instituting one branch peculiarly endowed with sen

sibility, and another with knowledge and firmness, Through the opposi

tion and mutual control of these bodies, the government in its regular 

operations will perfectly combine individual liberty with governmental 

strength. The principle of caution, of a laudable anxiety for the safety of 

the people, is the principle justly applied in reasoning about the repre
sentative house. However, we constantly have it held up to us that, as it is 
our chief duty to guard against tyranny, it is our best policy to form all 
the branches of government for this purpose, But, replied Hamilton, 

experience shows that when the people act by their representatives, they 

are commonly irresistible; when the people have an organized will that 

pursues measures, they will always prevail. And the principle that justly 

applies to the representative body would destroy tl1e essential qualities of 

that which is senatorial. We should not impose the same principles upon 

branches of government designed for different operations. The two hous

es were built for different kinds of work. The differences laid down in 

building them were meant to be embodiments of differences in nature. 

The House of Representatives was designed primarily to keep the people 

safe; the Senate, to keep the government steady. 

The Status of the Solution 
Hamilton's two themes of unity and duration are the two aspects of 

his one problem: to give effectiveness to the American constitution of 

republican liberty. Hamilton presented himself as the great friend of 

republican government, not-as his opponents charged -its secret foe. 

He said that what he sought was this: by the establishment of properly 

differentiated parts within governmental machinery founded upon popu

lar representation, to give to the republic the effectiveness without which 

it would be discredited and destroyed. 
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It was not simply to get things done that Hamilton was a proponent 

of constitutional arrangements for energizing and stabilizing the exercise 

of governmental power. Things may get done, soon and so as to last a 

long time, even when a constitution makes for fragmented and mutable 

government. If the machinery of government provided by the constitu

tion is lacking in effectiveness, then a political machine unknown to the 

constitution may be improvised to do the job: effective decisions can be 

made and enforced by a boss sitting in the back room, and then sent up 

front for dignified promulgation by those who formally preside; or the 

man who presides up front with a popular air of republican humility may 
himself do the effective work, operating his own machine in the back 

room. But constitutional arrangements that necessitate such extraconsti

tutional arrangements so that the public business may in some way go 

forward are dangerous and demeaning. 

Hamilton repeatedly declared himself "iiffectionately attached to the 

Republican theory:' He said that he had "strong hopes of the success of 

that theory;' but in candor ought to add that he was "far &om being 

without doubts:" ul consider its success as yet a problem;' he said. As 

yet, successful republican government was not an accomplished fact but 

a project to be accomplished-for "it is yet to be determined by expe

rience whether it be consistent with that stability and order in Government 

which are essential to public strength & private security and happiness:' 

In the circumstances, he said, republican theory ought to govern gov

ernmental practice. 
11
1n the abstract:' or neglecting the circumstances 

here and now, the nonrepublican theory may seem to be better. 

"Permanent or hereditary distinctions" of political rights are an essen

tial part of the British constitution, a constitution that is good, as well 

as being the best that there yet has been. Experience thus shows that the 

nonrepublican theory can be successful in practice. Experience, moreover, 
gives cause to doubt whether the republican theory can be successful in 

practice. But "every good man" ought to have "good wishes" for the 

republican theory's essential idea, the "idea of a perfect equality of 
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political rights among the citizens:' The republican theory has a more 

desirable constitutive principle than does the nonrepublican theory. The 

nonrepublican theory would seem to be better only because the repub

lican theory would seem to be less practicable. The republican theory 

merits "the best efforts to give success to it in practice." It has 11hither

to from an incompetent structure of the Government ... not had a fair 

trial, and ... the endeavor ought then to be to secure to it a better chance 

of success by a government more capable of energy and order:' 

Hamilton had repeatedly "declared in strong terms;' he insisted, "that 

the republican theory ought to be adhered to in this Country as long as 

there was any chance of its success:' 

The republican problem could be solved only by the development of 

a republican form of government that did not lack the aptitude and ten

dency to produce a good administration. If such a form were not devel

oped, warned Hamilton, if popular prejudices against being governed 

were flattered to the point of inciting those popular propensities which 

bring on the self-destruction of popular government, then monarchy 

would after all prevail. Proclaiming long and loudly the merits of the 

British constitution, Hamilton tried to teach emphatically what he 

thought Americans needed most to learn-the lesson that government 

cannot be good unless it joins to private safety public strength• In reject

ing the hereditary principle in government, a British inheritance from less 

enlightened times, Americans had not cast off their unenlightened 

parochial prejudice against executive energy. But the necessity of execu

tive energy was rooted in the nature of things: in some way or other it 
would return; and if refused a stately republican admission, it would 

break violently through the front door-or enter by stealth through the 

back. In some way or other, Hamilton thought, the public business would 

go forward, or the government would cease to be. His wish was that the 

public business might go forward in a way not &tal to liberty and to 

honor. Monarchy under the free British constitution produced a good 

administration, but the independent Americans did not have the materi-
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als for a constitution of the British sort: their failure to solve the repub

lican problem would produce a tyrant or a boss. 

Previous experience had shown the republican theory to be doubtful. 

But republican government might succeed if "so constructed as to have all 
the energy and stability reconcilable with the principles of that theory:' 

Not only would Americans "endure nothing but a republican govern

ment;' but it was "in itself right and proper that the republican theory 

should have a fair and full trial:' Considerate and good Americans should 

wish for a true test of the republican theory in America, said Hamilton, 

and should therefore advocate republican institutions of the greatest pos

sible energy and stability. Republican government would be vindicated as 

a good form of government only if it could thus be formed for durable 

liberty--only, that is to say, if it could thus be made effective. 

1 Citations for the passages here paraphrased and quoted from Alexander Hamilton will be found 

in my book The EJftctivt Republic: Admirristraticm and Constitution in tbt Thought of Alexaudrr Hamilton 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1992). 





-;f What, then, is Time? 
!j:- Eva Brann 

When our dean asked me to lecture this September it was because I've 

just completed a book on time, and I'm happy to have the opportunity 

to talk about it. There seemed to be three possible kinds of profit that I 

figured might come to you and to me if I gave what one might call a book 
report. 

First, even if the writing of books is a few decades off for most of 

you here tonight, it turns out that writing papers and annual essays is not 

so different from writing books, and I thought I might be able to tell you 

something useful. In fact I'll do it right now. When the time comes to 

write, whether it's a small paper or a long annual essay, never think: 'Tve 
got to write this thing! Help! I need a paper!" Instead, search your soul 

for a question you have nursed for quite a while, whether articulately or 

inarticulately, something that bothered and puzzled you, something that 

might be very intimate but is capable of public expression. Then flip men

tally through the books you've studied, or the music you've sung, or the 

theorems you've proved, or the experiments you've reenacted, and ask 

yourself which have a bearing, taken in the largest sense, on your issue. 

What will happen next is the result of a mixture of concentration and 

luck: some paradox or analogy or some other significant array will jump 
out at you. Seize that and slowly pummel, stroke, and shape it into an 

articulate order. Of course, none of that can happen at the last minute. 

For looking into yourself, for calling on your studies, for finding a crys

tallizing moment, for working all of it into a well-shaped whole, time is 

of the essence. 

Eva Brann is a tutor and former dean at the Annapolis Campus of StJohn's College. Her book is 
entitled: What, Thm, Is Timt (Lanham, MJ: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999). This lecture was delivered 
at the Annapolis campus, September 4, 1998. 
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My second thought was that time is one subject concerning which it 

does not matter whether one is a freshman finishing the second week at 

the college or a senior beginning the fourth year, or even a tutor who has 

taught most of the program. Stormy love is not a pressing issue to all 

ages, nor is looming death, but there is, I think, no one, at any time of 

life, for whom time does not become a problem in some way or other. I 

know this &om experience, Of the things that have urgently interested me 

&om time to time, the mention of Being and Nonbeing, for example, 

provokes mostly stupefied noninterest, the mention of the imagination 

elicits an account of people's favorite fantasy-series, but the mention of 

time gives rise to intelligently companionable puzzlement. People have a 

different relation to the question concerning time than to other deep mat

ters, which they are either willing to bypass as too obscure for their taste 

or to treat with the most unreflective but familiar particularity. 
The title of this lecture-and of my book-is "What, then, is 

Time?" It is a quotation from the most famous sentence ever written on 

time by the man who was most deeply immersed in its elusive familiarity, 

St. Augustine. It comes &om the eleventh book of his Confessions, which 

we read in the sophomore year. Here is the whole sentence: 

What, then, is time? If no one asks me, I know; if I 

want to explain it to the questioner, I do not know. 

My own concern with time started -&om two ends at once, intellec

tual puzzlement and deep-felt irritation, and it developed, as really good 

questions do, from annoyed fascination to serious interest. The intellec

tual puzzlement was just that expressed by Augustine: What sort of a 

being, if it was a being, could be so handily familiar in daily usage and so 
fugitive to the grasp of thought? Here I did as all my fellow humans do: 

I make time, kill time, manage my time, waste time. To be sure, I've never 
"done" time, though but for the grace of God I might have. I know that 

time heals all wounds and ravages all the beauties of the world. But if I 
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ask myself what it is that does this, I see and touch nothing and think of 

less. That is at first just a puzzling and then an engaging state of affairs. 
The irritation I experienced had a superficially different source. In all 

the departments of life people talk of time as a force or a power, not just 
in the sort of dead metaphor that makes up the unconscious poetry of 

popular usage, as in all the phrases cited above. No, they mean it literal

ly, especially when they are talking of the so-called "phases" of time. 

"Phase" will be the most important word in this lecture. It is my word

different authors use different words-for the three parts of time, past, 

present, future. Perhaps I should have said the three parts of human time, 

for I will argue that only human, or human-like, beings have pasts and 

presents and futures. 

It is the future with which these people mostly play infuriating havoc. 

They say and they mean that there is a future coming and our business is 

to form a reception committee for it. Some see this Future with a capital 

F as a doom, as in Yeats's great poem, uThe Second Coming": 

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last, 

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

Far more of our contemporaries see it cheerfully as a benefactor, 

though a totally manipulative one: it is the Information Age or the Global 

Age or the Age of Megacorporations, you name it, and our duty is to be 

ready or to be run over by time. They engage in what I call to myself 
"proactive passivity:' This time-mode-the adjective, incidentally, is 
"temporal;' so I will say, this temporal mode-strikes me as paralyzing 

the human will, and that is one form of immorality. 

So besides the intellectual desire to understand the nature of time and 

whether it is a being or a nothing, I also began to think about time in its 
human effects. Almost everyone who has lived for some time has neat 

observations about these effects. For example, I have been at St. John's 

College forty-one years or almost IS,OOO days. Sometimes it seems like 
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forever and sometimes it seems like a day. What accounts for this mad 

elasticity of time? But besides these time-ruminations there is also that 

sense I have of the important moral consequences of not thinking about 

the nature of time, about accepting what seem to be abuses of our phase

nature. In fact, a new hero of mine, Octavio Paz, whom I discovered 

through an alumnus of St. John's, Juan Villasenor, put my thought much 

more expansively than I would have had the courage to do. He says in his 

book on India: 

I believe that the reformation of our civilization must 

begin with a reflection on time, 

Recall that I am still laying out the possible profit of telling you about 

my book, and here is the last one, chiefly to mysel£ Imagine what a pleas" 

ure it will be to come on campus and to be able to fall easily into a con

versation about this magical subject with some proportion of the people 

that live and learn here-with the more virtuous part, I might add, those 

who come to Friday night lectures, 

Now let me tell you of two discoveries or devices--it's always hard to 

tell whether it's one or the other-about which the book crystallized, One 

was the discovery-and I became persuaded that it was a discovery, was 

really there to be _founJ.-that writers on time who lived millennia apart in 

time and who were wodds apart in thought were at crucial moments driv

en into the same understanding, or at least the same problem, Once I had 

discovered one such pair of time-twins I came upon three others. And 

finally I came to believe that amongst them they pretty well established the 

perennial possibilities and the pertinent problems concerning time. In a 

moment I will tell who these writers are and what deep notion each pair 

shares, But let me say here that it was a blessing to find such a principle of 

selection. For it is hard for most of us to think about these enigmas with

out help. The trouble is, there is too much help on offer. I own a bibliog

raphy of time which tells of nearly 200,000 books and articles written 
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between I 900 and now. Of course, much of it is piffling, but much of it 

is, I am sure, thoughtful. I chose four great writers, and they paired quite 

naturally with four more, and by good luck these are the eight among the 

ancient and modern writers generally agreed to have the deepest theories. 

The pairs, then, are Plato and Einstein, Aristotle and Kant, Plotinus and 

Heidegger, Augustine and Husser!. Since many of you will not have read 

them, though all are on the Program, I'll present their time-theories as sim

ply and as unencumbered by terminology as possible. But I'll omit com

pletely telling you about one pair, Plotinus and Heidegger, because it is too 

tricky to do, although their similarity on the point of time is most spec

tacular in view of their diametric opposition on everything else that mat

ters. 

The other discovery was that a human effect which never ceases to 

enchant me, namely the images that arise before the mind's eye in our imag

ination, had a certain remarkable similarity with our sense of time, a for

mal sort of similarity. Images are absent presences or present absences; they 

are not what they are, they are made of Being and Nonbeing. What I mean 

is that any image, but particularly a mental image, presents someone or 

something not actually present. To imagine an absent friend is to have him 

there, but not really. Time as well, it turns out, has this curious character of 

being and not-being, of being there but not really, of being present only in 

its absence. My all-time favorite time-saying is by the inimitable Yogi Berra. 

When someone asked him: fiWhat time is it?" he replied: 11You mean 

now?" It is the wisest of answers, because you can't tell time, and yet we do. 

It is always and never Now. 

So the book began to have two parts. One part was a study of these 

eight philosophers for the purpose of seeing what kinds of answers could 

be given to the question "What is time?" and what problems were inherent 

in the answers. But studying, while a help to thinking, and fur most of us 

an indispensable help, is not thinking, since to understand what others 

think is simply a different activity &om the thinking that goes directly, with-
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out intermediary, to the question, So in a second part I tried to go directly 

to the question, having absorbed all the help I could. 

Therefore in this lecture, too, after telling what some of the best writ

ers I could find have thought about time, I will try to tell what I think. I 

should say right now, lest you be disappointed, that what I conclude first 

and last is that it is a true mystery. I mean a potent effect whose charac

teristics are poignantly clear but whose nature is finally unfathomable. You 

can specify a mystery but you can't resolve it. 

If you have a huge field of apparently possible answers to a question, 

it clears the decks somewhat to begin by removing the answers that are 

simply unacceptable. In thinking about the ways time is spoken of. it 

seemed to me that whatever else is said, time is spoken of either as occur
ring in nature or as being within. the human being. Time is either external 

or internal, or perhaps both. 

External time has attracted by far the greater interest. Time is written 

of in religion, where it is a great question how an eternal God acts in cre

ated time. Time is treated in history, where it is a great question whether 

the times make history or people do. But, above all, time is a great sub

ject in physics, where the best-grounded and most remarkable theories of 

time are developed. 

Without question, the physicist who has done most to make other 

physicists and people in general think about time is Einstein. The work I 

chose to examine is his I 905 paper on what came to be known as the 

Special Theory of Relativity. What struck me first was that every mention 

of time was in quotation marks. This habit conveyed to me that I was deal

ing with the most careful and thoughtful of writers, one who knew that 

time in physics is a most problematic notion. Einstein says tight away: 

It might appear possible to overcome all rhe difficulties 

attending the definition of "time" by substituting "the 

position of the small hand of my watch" for "time:' And 

in fact such a definition is satisfactory ... 
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At least it is satisfactory when we are talking only of time here and 

now. Before Einstein, physicists had believed what everyone believes: that 

it is the same time throughout the world, that every other Here simply has 

the same Now as my Here. This situation was called simultaneity and was 

regarded as a chief feature of external, I mean narural, time. Einstein goes 

on to show that for any stationary Here far away &om my own, it takes 

some calculating to synchronize our watches. And, when we are moving 

relative to each other, one of our most entrenched senses about time is 

overthrown, namely that what time it is is independent of our state of rest 

or motion. Einstein's theory rums out to have to do entirely with the 

measurement of time-what my local clock and your local clock tell 

under different physical conditions. That is why Einstein puts "time" in 
quotations: he is warning us that not the nature of time but its measure

ment is at issue. 

Now I'll jump back rwo and a half millennia and quote to you what 

is the most famous, most o&en cited definition of time. It comes &om 

Plato's dialogue called Timaeus. Timaeus is a made-up character, a visiting 

physicist. He and some of Socrates' friends have planned an amusement 

for him. On the day before, Socrates had produced for them a picrure in 

words of the ideal political community-some people think it is the one 

set out in the dialogue called The Republic. Now Timaeus will reciprocate 

by painting for Socrates' entertainment the cosmos, the ordered world 

within which such an ideal city might fit. In the course of giving a math

ematical account of such a cosmos, Timaeus says this about the way the 

maker of the world introduced time into it: 

He planned to make a movable image of eternity, and as 

he ordered heaven into a cosmos, he made an image of 

that eternity which stays one and the same, an eternal 

image moving according to number. And that is what we 

call time. 
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What Timaeus is saying is that the heavens move like a great cosmic 
dial and that this motion allows us to tell time. 

So the mythical early physicist and the greatest of modern physicists 

are saying the same thing: Time is what the clock tells, in one case the 

cosmic clock, in the other a local watch. And so say all working physicists 

in between, It is a working, a so-called operational definition of time, and 

it works just fine-until you begin to think about it. That time is what 

the clock tells is what one might call a dispositive definition. It disposes 

of time as an issue. But if you turn it around and try to say that the clock 

tells time you're in trouble. Time never appears on the face of a clock. Nor 

does it appear anywhere else in nature, ever. All other natural phenomena 

appear somehow to sight or hearing or touch. Of time not a trace. 

What does appear is motion, An analog clock is a standard cyclical 

motion, A digital clock is a standard progressive motion, Clocks are cali

brated motions. There is no time actually used in physics and none that 

actually appears in nature. There is much more to be said about this 

shocking claim, and I'll be happy to hear any arguments you might have. 

Among other points then to be made, some, who have read Newton, 

might want to point out that Newton, at least, does stipulate true natu

ral time, an equable flux that comes before motion. And I would answer 

that it is not only as physicist but also as theologian that Newton puts 
time into nature. For this so-called absolute time, which has no observ

able features, is probably not so much in nature as in God's mind, in that 

part of God's mind, called his "sensorium;' with which he is receptive to 

all of nature, irs infinite spaces, irs primary forces, irs ultimate bodies. My 

point at the moment is, however, only to reinforce a conclusion I came to: 

Wherever time is seriously considered, mind, soul, consciousness and sen

sibility come on the scene. Time can only be internal, meaning within a 

mind, possibly God's mind. 

So I disposed to my own satisfaction of the vast majority of theories 

of time. Intricate and interesting as they are, they are really theories of 
motion, not of time, and they don't tell what time is. But time is the sort 
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of subject for which every settling of the mind in one respect is punished 

by a complementary problem popping up in another. You can, and I think 

you have to, take time out of nature, but I am not so perverse as to claim 

that the outside world isn't full of variations: locomotions, processes, 

alterations. The mystery that has now popped up is that we have no idea 

what is really going on in this time-deprived world. Let me show you what 

I mean. 

Human time, internal time, will be distinguished by its phases, past, 

present, future. But nothing in nature; except perhaps the near-human 

mammals, apes and dolphins, has a past or a present or a fUture. Edwin 

Muir says in a poem called "The Animals": 

But these have never ttod 

Twice the familiar ttack, 

Never turned back 

Into the memoried day. 

All is new and near 

In the unchanging Here ... 

Animals and sticks and stones do not have a past, though they might 

be said to be their past. But I, for one, just cannot imagine what it is like 

to live in the unchanging Here and not have memory, how such a being 

gets itself into and out of existence, in short, how anything can change 

without having phases of time. But then again the effort is love's labor 

lost: How could I have empathy with, feel my way into, that which has no 

inside? So the outer world becomes in this respect opaque, and this is the 

price to be paid for making a philosophical choice. In coming to conclu

sions in philosophical inquiries, I want to say as an aside, it is always a 

matter of what we can best live with for the time being-which is why all 

philosophy as carried on by human beings is ultimately moral philosophy. 

There is perhaps a solution to the timelessness of nature. It is a com

monplace for writers on time that there are two kinds of time. They 
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might be called succession-time and phase-time. Phase-time is dynamic in 

the sense that the human present, about which time breaks into past and 

future, continually shifts-as Yogi Berra's counter-question, 11You mean 

now?" makes clear in its unavoidable absurdity. Succession-time, on the 

other hand, is static. It is merely the endless chain of before-and-afi:er, 

established once and for all. It is time all by itself, no one's time, the time 

of all events taken only with relation to their succession and to nothing 

and nobody else, Perhaps nature does have its time, succession-time, But 

even the successions of nature turn out to be more intelligible as causal 

than as temporal sequences, 

This is the moment to introduce Aristotle, who produced the first 

extensive treatment of time ever, in Book Four of his Physics. Here is what 

he says time is: 

Time, then, is not motion but that by which motion 

has number. 

Aristotle seems to be making spectacularly short shrifi: of that mys

terious power, time. It is nothing but an attribute of motion. Then he says 

what sort of attribute: 

Time . , , is the number of motion with respect to 

before and after. 

What the deep meaning of all this is can't come out unless we follow 

up what Aristotle means by motion, number, before-and-afi:er. But we 

might guess at two problematic elements of this understanding of time. 

The first, which is by far the less deep of the two but is endlessly dis

cussed, is this: if time is the number of motion as a progression in which 

the parts come before and afi:er, if it is in fact the succession-time I just 

introduced, it must somehow share in a chief feature of motion, namely 

continuity. Physical motion borrows this feature fi:om the fact that it takes 
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place over distance. Distances are representable as mathematical lines, and 

these lines must be continuous-no elements can be missing. So time, as 

Aristotle himself emphasizes, is continuous, like a line. Wherever you cut 
the line you get a point that belongs to both parts of the cut. This point is 

the Now. Time is in every way like a line of geometry: It lies upon its points, 
each of which is a Now. The only difference is that the geometric points are 

static, whereas the Now moves forward, ever the same in its features, ever 

different in temporal location. But as you know by now, a point is that 

which has no parts, so the Now has no parts. Therefore it has no extent, no 
bulk, no force, no presence. Therefore the point-Now of the mathematical 

model of time is as far removed as anything can be from the humanly expe
rienced present, which is vivid, full, and altogether the most impressive 

phase of time. Insofar as time is continuous it is not very human. 

But then Aristotle has also said that which will make time totally dis

continuous. For time is a number by which motion is counted, and anum

ber is a collection of completely discontinuous units-there is no way one 

unit can be tangent to another. Motion, locomotion at least, is bound to 

distance and borrows from that fact its continuity. But number is bound 

to something else which reinforces its discontinuity. Many things in the 

world are collections of items. Aristotle mentions herds of horses and 

flocks of sheep. Other things, such as distances of all sorts, can be marked 

off into artificial units. All these things have a number that belongs to 

them. But nothing in nature gets its number unless someone is counting. 

Aristotle says that it is the soul that counts. So time, in order to be the 

number of motion, requires a wide-awake counting soul. Now comes the 

critical question: When the soul is counting, does it take time to do it? 

Does it get its numbering from some motion? What distance does that 

psychic motion cover? 
Aristotle is in big-and I must say unacknowledged-trouble. Time 

in nature is only the number of motion, but what is the counting that 

announces that number? I don't think he knew, but perhaps in the ques

tion period someone will make his case. 
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Now let me leap 2000 plus years ahead. For Aristotle, time originates 

with the counting soul. To my mind, Aristotle's true modern successor, 

the one who takes Aristotle's thought and turns it thoroughly and pre

cisely upside down, is Kant. Here is an aside: This kind of inversion of 

thought, so that it is the same in name but utterly different in significance, 

is the chief moving force of the philosophical tradition we study at this 

college. By "force" I don't mean some magical attribute of the passage of 

time, but the way of proceeding that is congenial to those immersed in 

this tradition. At any rate, whatever time is, if it has power it has it only 

as an aspect of human consciousness. 

Back to Kant. You will be relieved to hear that I do not plan to tell 

you what is in the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant's founding book, although 
everything in there is sooner or later related to time. Instead I will focus 

on a few sentences which show what it is that brings Kant so very close 

to Aristotle in the letter, though he is worlds apart in meaning. 

Kant regards time as a constitutional part of our receptive capacity, 

our ability to take in what is given to us. Such a capacity is called "sensi

bility;' and we are so made that whatever comes to us, the world of nature 

especially, comes in the form of temporal sensibility. The Critique is a great 

work of philosophical art, and I omit the many factors that feed beauti

fully into rounding this notion out, in order to concentrate on just one 

thing: When we ask what it means that nature comes to us in the form of 

time, the answer is that whenever we think about nature we begin by 

noticing quantities, and we do that first of all by numbering-not top

of-the-head counting, but a deeply interior kind of beating out of units 

that add up into a number. Here is Kant's word on what is happening in 

this counting: ul generate time itself ... " 

So Aristotle and Kant agree that time is a kind of psychic beating or 

counting. It does not save Kant from the question I asked of Aristotle 

that he calls time a form of the sensibility. Is this form, I now ask, itself 

static or is it fluid? If it is static, how does it produce the psychic flow of 

pulses? If it is fluid, is there yet another time behind Kant's deep consti-
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tutional time? Let me say right now that all the authors who put time 

within the soul run into this trouble. And those who put the origin or 

ground of time outside of the soul run into other and worse troubles. 

Both Aristotle and Kant have been primarily interested in what I have 

called succession-time, the steady chain of before-and-afi:ers found in 

nature, though apprehended by our counting. Now is the time to speak 

of human time, phase-time. 

To my mind, Augustine is the greatest writer on time-and the most 

beautifUl one. Here's another aside: very broadly speaking, philosophers 

come in rwo kinds, those who inquire serenely and hopefUlly into a sub

ject they long to know and believe they can approach and those who ques

tion severely and disenchantedly a matter they think is ultimately hope

less. Augustine certainly has travails of the soul, and I would not be unfair 

to call Husser!, who takes up rwo millennia later exactly where Augustine 

had !eli: off. a fi.tsspot. But both are not so much driven as led by faith in 

their subject, and I want to say that these are the philosophers I trust and 

prefer to be with. 

Augustine wants to know what time is because it is the human coun

terpart of God's eternity, the eternity of the God he has just found and 

acknowledged. But there is nothing exalted about his questioning-it is 

very down-to-earth. He loves to sing hymns, and the question is: How do 

I measure times, the long and short syllables, the lengths of the stanzas? 

Distances are easy to measure. They stay put while you lay a measuring 

stick alongside them. But the moment slips away, the past is no longer, the 

fUture not yet, and there is no way to lay a time-stick along an elapsed 

time. Lengths measure lengths, motions measure motions-what meas

ures time? Here is his answer, as I said, to my mind the most illuminating 

thing ever uttered about time, a new discovery, as he himself says: 

Time is nothing else but a stretching out, though of what 

I do not know. Yet I marvel if it be not of the mind itself. 
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Our mind or soul is distended and that makes it capable of holding 

time, so to speak. How distended, how stretched? Here is Augustine 

agam: 

This then is clear and plain, that neither things to come 

nor things past are, nor should we properly say: 'There 

are three times, past, present, and future:' But probably 

we should say: "There are three times, a present of things 

past, a present of things present, and a present of things 

future:' ... The present of things past is memory, the 

present of things present is sight [or perception), the 
present of things future is expectation. 

So we can measure times gone by and times to come because they are 

now present to us. But the solution of the measuring problem is the least 

of it. What Augustine has done is to tell what makes a human being tem
poral, how time is in us. 

To be human is to be present and to have things present before or with

in. Yet another aside: certain so-called postrnodern writers, taking their 

departure &om Heidegger, think that this is a very derivative way of 
approaching human Being and that to think of human beings as contain

ing presences within and confronting things present without demeans the 
originality of existence. But Augustine does think that to exist is both to be 
in the present and to be in the presence of things. 

Augustine's book on time in the Confessions is preceded by a book on 

memory, and this book is the indispensable preparation for his under
standing of time. For there he shows how we can also be in the presence of 

absent things: we have the whole spacious world, its fields and palaces, 
within us, not, however, the things themselves but their images. Here you 

can see how the imagination, as a power for making the absent present, is 

essential to our inner sense of time. For with it we can have memory of past 

times and also expectation of future things, since expectation is a forward-
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directed imagination. And since much of what has happened to us is now 

present to us or is now recoverable, we can not only measure time some

what as we do space, which is all there simultaneously. We can also see how 

our mind is a temporal image of God's mind, who holds all creation 

together there at once, in the eternal Now. 

To be human, then, is to have a mind so stretched that it encompasses 

in its present both memory and foresight. One way to depict that condi

tion is in a diagram like a coordinate system. The horizontal axis is the time 

of the world, of Creation; it is succession-time. God knows how it works; 

we don't. Astride of this horizontal coordinate sits a vertical stretch of line, 

our mind. Where the two intersect is the moment of sight, of perception, 

our point of intake for the world. The segment below represents remem

bered events, dropped out of sight but not out of mind. The part above 

represents the dreams and plans we now have for the future-and that is 

all the future that actually exists. As the world passes by, our memory line 

grows longer and our expectation line shortens. Then one day it ends. 

Husser!, who actually draws diagrams of this sort, in fact marks one of 

his lines as the "tug towards death:' It is not, however, one of the axes he is 

marking in this way, but one of the oblique lines with which he connects 

the horizontal axis of succession-time and the vertical axis of phase-time. 

These oblique lines show how each perception offered by the horizontal 

succession-line sinks away into vertical memory in an orderly and continu

ous manner, without any scrambling or dislocation. Husserl's time-dia

grams are clever and complex, and I had a lot of fun-fun bordering on 

agony, that is--working them out. 

Husser! is the founder of a way of inquiry called Phenomenology. Its 

chief feature is that it excludes all questions of existence and realiry, such as 

whether time is real. Instead a Phenomenologist pays attention to the 

appearances within consciousness, articulating and ordering them. Our 

sense of time is a perfect subject fur Phenomenology and Husserl's lecture

series known as The Phenomenology '!f lnternalTime-Consciousntss is the great first

fruit of his method. 
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Husser! makes hundreds of acute observations, but his main advance 

on Augustine is to puzzle seriously over the extent of the present. Recall 
that the point-Now of mathematics is too skimpy to live in, but consid

er also that an extended present is going to be part past, part future. 
Husser! finds a way, fairly technical, to show that there is a discernible 

immediate past and an immediate future that are so bound in with the 

present as to give room, so to speak, for perception, so that there is time 

for a time-sequence, say a melody, to be taken in. He shows how the pres

ent has time for the world to impress itself on us. 
One last word about Husser!, The horizontal axis, which represented 

the world's time for Augustine, represents an internal time-flux, a contin

uous sort of subjective succession-time, for Husserl. For he is withhold

ing all claims about the reality of the world and its time, and attending 

only to our inner experience, to our internal time-consciousness. In try
ing to understand this internal flow, Husser! is drawn into questions 

beyond Phenomenology. The question that finally preoccupies him is the 

familiar one: how can this flux, which is one aspect of our sense of time 

and for him the deepest, be spoken of? Are we fluid through and through, 

or is this flux grounded in a stable form? But how can a fixed form be the 

source of a flow? Husser!, a man who is willing to admit ultimate per

plexity without losing faith in the worth of his problem, says: 

For these things we have no names. 

Now is the time for me to say what I think time is-maybe it would 

be more sensible to say "how time works:' 

I think that phase-time is the fountain and origin of all time. Every 

phenomenon of time is derivative from the fuct that we have past, pres

ent and future. To me the most astounding circumstance of our tempo

ral life, surpassingly strange but apparenrly unavoidable, is the crux and 
center of the three phases: the present. All that is ever real for us, all that 

is really there, really present, occurs in these point -by-point moments of 
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presence. This is the instant of perception when we see and hear and 

touch the world. The rest, the long stretches behind and before, is 

absence-what has gone by and what is yet to come. 

Human life would therefore be very pointillistic and poor if present 

existence were all we had. Happily there are ways of being that are even 
more potent rhan present reality and momentary existence. There is the 

actuality of imaginative memory and of imaginative expectation. The 

present of perception is the point of intake for the novelties that the 
world offers to our senses, but the past and the future are also present to 

us as images, as memories of things past and plans for things to come. 

These are the present actualities, the powerfully present absences that give 

coherence and resonance and significance to the moment. They also make 
it possible for us to measure time directly, not by observing external 

motions as of the hands of the clock, which never displays time at all, but 

by the thickness of the image-pictures we flip through or leap over to get 

to the past moment from which we want to estimate a stretch of time. 

Our memory is like a laminate of transparencies or a carousel of slides, 

and my claim is that this accumulation we call the past and this projec

tion we call the future is what produces our inner sense of time. And this 

thickening of the present by past and future is what Augustine calls "the 

stretching of the mind:' 
Now note that I have described the present as punctual, instanta

neous, momentary. And this description seems to be supported by the 

observations of all kinds of people, perhaps poets above all. The Nows 

that matter are somewhat isolated-instants of recognition, moments of 

meaning. In his book The Labyrinth '!f Solitude Octavio Paz calls the Now 

"explosive and orgiastic" and wonders how it fits into ordinary historical 

passage. 
But much of the time of our lives passes in seeming continuity, and 

this sort of time, the time that seems like a continuous passage, usual

ly called duration, has to be accounted for as well. I think it works as 

follows. 



64 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

Our present appears punctuated by the ever-varying world and our 
perception of it, Now we see our friends, now they've disappeared around 

the corner; now we hear one note, now another. But there is another time 
experience that we become conscious of when we are deprived of most 

external sensation or when our inner images are pushed out of sight by 

fear and anxiety. Or we can deliberately close off our senses and empty 

our minds to concentrate simply on our inner duration. What then comes 

to the fore is a sort of inner pulsing, the very beat of our mere con

sciousness, empty life itself. I am trying to describe the soul's aboriginal 

counting that both Aristotle and Kant discovered. This inner beat then is 

the origin of that succession-time that is mirrored in the before-and-a&er 

of physical motion and that plays so large a role in our practical life. 

Now most of the time we are not taking note of this pulse, or pay

ing much attention to our inner life at all The beats recede and merge as 

in a long perspective; time's passage appears continuous and acquires all 
the characteristics and problems of a line in space. Then, retrospectively, 

time is thought of--not felt-as a continuum that is continuously cut by 

a point-like Now, the kind of Now in which nothing can happen, 

So my description of time, which leaves time as what I call "a well

specified mystery;' ends with the point-Now. And that is where a review 

of the various pathologies people attach to the phases of time begins. 

I'll give the sketchiest summary of our time-troubles, partly because 

time is short, partly because every one of us has a lot of personal expe

rience with this aspect of time, and it will make a good subject for 

future conversation. 

One way, then, to think of the way people wreak havoc with the per
ceptual present is that they treat it as a mere, point-like Now, monoto

nously empty and featureless, while racing unrestrainably forward. To/try 
to live in this Now is to long to fill it with strong stimulation and increas

ing novelty. Now-life is the pathological counterpart of present-life. 
Similarly, some people deprive themselves of the image-filled memo

ry that gives the present its anchor of significance by rushing to keep up 
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with novelty and trashing not only their own past but that past which 

their communities have in common, their external memories. 

And finally, some people are so dominated by a future that is sup

posedly coming at them that they give up what they really care about to 

make themselves into ready servants of this oncoming power. But accord

ing to my understanding the future is nothing but the dreams and plans 

we currently have, and as far as the humanly-made world is concerned, 

nothing is coming but what we actively or passively agree to. It is that pas

sivity which is, to my mind, the greatest time-pathology. 





--:f The Taking Of Time 
fj- by Douglas Allanbrook 

Part One 

Consider the short Latin verse: 11 Deus creator omnium:' St. Augustine 

examines this verse towards the end of his chapter on time in The Co'!frssions, 

a chapter which comes at the end of his autobiographical examination. Try 

to memorize it, to inscribe it permanently on your minds: 
11Deus creator 

omnium." Consider its aspect on the written page. Read it out loud It is now 

present to you in space as you take the time to read it-as convention pre
scribes-from left to right, though it could be written &om right to le&. It 

would take the same time to read : "muinmo rotaerc sueD:' Once I have the 

verse in mind, however, and utter the syllable De, the whole of the verse's 

future begins to pass through my present utterance into the past. If I have 

the verse memorized it is--of course-all of it present in some unspeak

able manner in my memory. If I recite it, give life and breath to it, its direc

tion is by no means reversible: it has a beginning, a middle, and an end It 

is in this sense analogous to God's relation to his creation, except for the 

fact that our verse was made, not created, and has an earthly author, the 

estimable Bishop of Milan, St. Ambrose--a formidable rhetorician. 

The time it takes to recite our verse may be longer or shorter depend

ing on the speed with which it is read. By paying attention to the motion 

of the second-hand on your wrist watch, you can tell you how long it took 

for you to recite it. You count as the second hand sweeps past and, if in one 

recitation you count up to ten and in a second recitation you count to seven, 

you say the second recitation is faster than the first and that the first is slow

er than the second. When you have done this you have not done very much, 

though it is your attentive mind which has done it. It has numbered a 

motion and compared it nmnerically with another motion. It's not, howev-
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er, as if you had taken rhe true measure of rhe verse. If, experimentally, you 

slow up rhe recitation excessively, you will run out of brearh. If you speed 

it up too murh, it will sound breathless. Your lungs and your brearh are now 

fixing limits to rhe rime taken for rhe performance of rhe verse, Our bodi

ly organs and our senses do provide a mean for us; they guide us into a 

pleasing lengrh of time ("Deus creator omnium"). The senses also judge of 

anorher relation, a fimdamental relation which obtains between syllables of 

our verse. While rhis ratio may be roughly numerable, its presence is sig

nalled to us--and is immediately present to us--via our bodily senses, You 

may develop a notation for rhis which might seem to be completely numer

ical or metrical (quarter note; half note), but such a notation does not hit 

rhe mark. All of the traditional names which attempt to label what is going 

on catch rhe essence of rhe ratio more correctly. Here are just a few of 

rhem: rhe eloquent Latin terms, elevatio and deposition; rheir Greek equivalents, 

arsis and thesis; or simply our English upbeat and downbeat. How does rhe meas

uring of rhe second syllable by rhe first syllable occur physically; how is us 

measured by De in rhe word Deus in our Latin verse? What has transpired? 

When rhe second syllable has been uttered it is compared physically 

wirh rhe first syllable; our body's attention is directed to a happening in 

time, directed not by our ability to compare 2 to I, but by rhe physical force 

of our feet and the motion of our brearh as it is inhaled and exhaled. It is 

an event, not a cognition, though we are well aware of it. (It is not unlike 

our primitive sensing of same and other, and rhe connection this has wirh our 

ability to compare I to 2.) Once rhe first pairing is established, future rime 

seizes us: we suspect rhat the next syllables will be like rhe opening ones, 

rhat rhere will be a knowable and sensed double: DeuS gives tise to c;:,;;, 
anorher iamb.1 We will be able to dance or at least walk steadily to what is 

awaiting us, and we are not disappointed Our pulses adjust to it and our 

feet can so easily give us a down beat. The meaning of rhe words now has 
its soul, its brearh, its animus; our hope for rhe future becomes realized as 

rhe verse moves rhyrhmically rhrough rhe present moment of sense, on into 

rhe past. God becomes rhe creator of everything, starting from ground zero, 
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as we prepare to say the word Deus, and ending as ending with the very thing 

itself as we say the word omnium---everything. 

Consider now a verse that may be more familiar. It is in the English lan

guage, though it has a Scotch accent. "My love is like a red, red Rose:' My 
and is are up-beats even though My has a lot more weight than the innocent 

little copula is. When "my love" is safely tucked into the past, my anticipa

tion of the future is rhythmically capped when is is notched with like. A mar

vel occurs when, with the memory of the past two iambs ("My love is like") 

firm in our memory, we get a simple little article, a, followed by two reds and 

a rose: 11My love is like a red, red Rose:' Of course the first iamb, 11My love" 

has not the gravity, at least to the general public, of 11Deus11
; our Latin verse, 

however, has not the excitement that is generated by a simile. The future 

awaits us when a simile is broached. What will it be like? A red, red, Rose. 

What a happy consummation! Think about the second red. The first one 

comes as the downbeat of an iamb--a red, the second one as the first word 

in a pair that ends with rose. Consider the force of the three ri. 

Now for a verse much closer to us than that of Robert Burns, though 

it may be that only to certain rather aging Americans does it seem so irrune

diate. This generation's rhythmic habits may well be different. Here goes: "I 

can't give you anything but love 2 3 4 Baby!" Read it out loud: it starts with 

a jolt on I, foot down, first person singular. Once we have heard it with its 

catchy tune and rattling snares we tap our feet. Can't help it. After its slam

dunk into love on the first down beat of the third measure you can't help but 

begin counting empty time (2, 3, 4!) so that Balry!, in all its sweet feckless

ness, gives us a double jolt on the fourth down-beat of the piece. There's an 

endearing insouciance, a sophisticated sappiness in the whole verse. Its con

struction pulls us into the act, making us both witty and sexy as the 1--the 

(g<>--<lances through its slice of time, deprecating itself and fi:nessing us 

into the universal seduction game! 
The "My love .. in the verse 11My love is like a red, red Rose" is more 

mysterious than the 'T' in "I can't give you anything but love,-Baby!" My 
points to its down beat love; but that is something that can't be pointed to, 
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let alone defined. In reciting the verse we could, if we wish, imitate the longs 

and shorts of our Latin verse: uDeus creator omnium"-"My love is like a 

red, red Rose"-but there's no necessity for it. English verse depends on 

stress, not length. In either performance, however, the foot comes down on 

the important words kve and like, The rest of the quatrain takes off from 

the like and plunges the rose first into spring-time, June, and then, in the next 

two verses, into a simile that is the heart of this essay. Here is the quatrain: 

My love is like a red, red, Rose 

That's newly sprung in June. 

My love is like a melodie 

That's sweetly played in tune. 

A melody has a beginning, a middle, and an end. It is a wordless and 

memorable piece of time, coiled up in our mind's winter like a tulip bulb 

ever ready to unfold when spring arrives, Is love like a melody? Love is a 

hope, an anticipation, looking ever forward to a consummation that 

would mark its demise. All similes are double-edged: they are both like 

and unlike what they refer us to. That is the pathos of all similes and in 

particular of this simile: 

My love is like a melodie 

That's sweetly played in tune 

A melody can be repeated over and over again, Its very reality lies in 

its not being real! Love is not like that. 

We must look back at the first verse we examined, which is by now 

firmly stored up in your memory: uDeus creator onmium." St. Augustine 

places his discussion of this verse, as you may recall, at the very end on 

his chapter on time, a chapter which in its turn is placed at the comple

tion of the autobiographical section of his Co'!fessions. The unfolding of 

his life's time has led him-almost of necessity-into both a meditation 
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and an explication centered upon the word time. It is only with this in 

mind that the sense and meaning of his analysis of the verse gets its full 

import. Let it be stated hypothetically: if God created everything, then 

time is indeed part of that creation and accompanies every created thing 
in the course of its life here in this created world. That world has a begin

ning, a middle and an end, as does the life of a man and the history of 

the world. A melody or a psalm in such a world might well then be a true 
image of creation, and not merely a construct that taunts us with both its 

likeness and its pathetic difference: not a simile, not a metaphor. 

Just as at this moment in his life he both looks forward with anticipa
tion and backwards into the halls of his memory, so when Augustine is 
about to recite our verse his expectation extends fotward into the future over 

the whole extent of the psalm. Once he begins reciting, whatever he plucks 
from the future and lets fall into the past enters his memory, what he calls 
his faculty of "looking back at:' The life of this activity is both backwards 
to memory and forward in expectation of what he is about to recite. In 
other words his--and our-present attention is what the future passes 

through on its way to the past. As I progress, expectation lessens and mem
ory increases. Here are his exact words: 

And what is true of the whole psalm is also true of every 
part of the psalm and of every syllable in it. The same 
holds good for any longer action, of which the psalm may 

be only a part. It is true also of the whole of a man's life, 
of which all of his actions are parts. And it's true of the 
whole history of humanity of which the lives of all men 

are parts. 

This tremendous conclusion completes his discussion of time and 
memory, and the verse chosen-11Deus creator omnium, C'God the creator 

of everything")--substantiates in its words what the action of his attention 

performs. The moments, weeks, months and years of our life, the totality 
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of such parts, the very ages of man, are not one damned thing afi:er anoth

er, mere perturbations in the sea of becoming-tomorrow and tomorrow 

and tomorrow-; they have a true beginning, a true middle, and a true end 

because and only because they were created by God. Given this under

standing, our psahns and our speeches reflect this: they are true images, not 

the paltry work of our so-called creativity with its games of simile and 

metaphor, When we give voice to them we lend them the life of our breath 

and of our movements which serve to measure their lengths and to round 

out their periods. Genesis tells us our breath was the breath of life, our 

"inspiration;' breathed into us by the Diviniry, that very breath which meas

ures our syllables and our feet. This is the literal meaning of both the 

famous word psyche and its Latin twin animus. Our enlivening, our first aspi

ration, was from God, our first inspiration. 
For most of us such statements seem to issue from the mouths of 

either saints or madmen; we are not, like St. Augustine, rhetoricians seized 

by the blinding, ever-present moment of ultimate attention, Grace. Our 
poems are not the Psahns or the Bible and our lifetimes are opaque. We take 

our time differently, and the perennial memorability of our constructs, of 

our cherished lyrics, of our caged nightingales, are--of necessity-fraught 

with pathos as we cottfront the tricky sea of self-love, and swim like drunk
en boats in a medium which sets no limits, which has no port of arrival, 

nor any hope of one! 

Part Two 
All poems are time-pieces-always constructed, always formal. The best 

of them are like an excellent Swiss watch, unswervingly acrurate. They make 

us catch our breath as we are paced through their matchless lengths. I pro

pose now to get down to brass tacks, to present to you three marvelous son

nets, one Italian, one English, and one American. All three of them, being 

Italian or Pettarchan sonnets, follow a pattern of eight lines followed by six 

lines: an octet followed by a sextet, as you can readily observe if you glance 

at your scores. (They are scores, as this is an essay whose subject is music.) 



ALLANBROOK 73 

Read carefiilly to yourself the first and by far the earliest of these sonnets 

so as to have something in your ears before any discussion of them ensues. 

Que! rosignuol, che si soave piagne 

Forse suoi figli o sua cara consorte 

Di dolcezza empie il cielo e le campagne 

Con tante note si pietose e scorte; 

E tutta notte par che rn' accornpagne 

E mi rammente la mia dura sorte; 
Ch' altri che me non o di ch'i' rni lagne, 

Che'n dee non credev'io regnasse Morte. 

0 che lieve e inganar chi s' assecura! 

Que' duo be'lurni, assai piu che'l sol chiari, 

Chi penso rnai veder fra terra oscura? 

Or cognosco io che rnia fera ventura 

Vuol che vivendo e lagrimando impari 

Corne nulla qua giu diletta e dura. 

There were sonnets around the literary landscape before Pettarch; he, 

however, firmly established the form with his many, many sonnets to the 

Lady Laura: one set was written ~~In Vita di Madonna Laura'1-"In the 

life of Lady Laura"-and another set written "In Morte di Madonna 
I.aura"-"In the death of Lady Laura:' To those of you who do not know 

Italian the reading of the sonnet may be somewhat irksome as it could 

only have be a musical experience for you if you can mouth the proper 

sounds of the words, and for those who are not acquainted with Italian 

they are merely words. If you examine closely the scores you will note that 

the separate lines, the measures as it were, all contain eleven syllables, the 

famous undecasillabe employed throughout the Commedia by Dante. There is 

also a rhyme scheme which is in the octet, 

abba abba 
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and in the sextet, 

cdc cdc, 

rhyme being a rhythmic device which chimes like sounds at the ends of 
measures, underlining the last downbeat. As all Italian words end in vow
els it strains less the Italian poet to rhyme than his English brother, 
though the rhymes in this particular sonnet are all double: compagne-m'ac

compagne-lagne, consorte-sorte-Morle. In the sextet: s'assecura-oscura-duraJ chiari

impari. Once we are accustomed to Italian sonnets, whether they be in 
English or Italian, our anticipation of what is to come is specific, and 
pleasure results as we see the fUture slipping past us with the lengths and 
accents we expected, but with the actuality of the sounds-that is the 
words-brand new. If we are acquainted with Italian the particular mean
ing of the rhymed words reaches a climax at both the end of the octet 
and at the end of the sextet: sorte, Morte--fate, death-, and at the end of 
the sextet oscura, dura--dark, harsh. 
Here is a rough but adequate translation: 

That nightingale that is weeping so smoothly, perhaps 
for his little ones or for his dear consort, with sweetness 

fills the night with so many notes both pitiful and 
accomplished. It is also my companion all night long, 
and reminds me of my own hard fate: I cannot blame 
anyone but myself for believing that she was a goddess 
and not subject to Death. Oh how easy it is to be secure 
in one's self-deceit! Who ever thought to see beneath the 
dark earth those two eyes dearer than the sun? But I rec

ognize that my bitter path means living and crying at the 
same time, bitter and harsh as anything here below. 
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The nightingale is famous. Its very name is beautiful in many lan

guages: Nachtingal, Nightingale, Rossignol, Usignuolo, Bulbul. We are told con
stantly that its chirpings are beautiful and without fUrther thought we 

apply our human word song to its nocturnal emissions. 

What has the nightingale to do with the life and death of Laura? 

Some have gone as far as doubting that the Lady Laura existed. Others, 

who enjoy a mixture of philosophy and criticism, would admit that while 

Petrarch may have met her during the years he lived in Avignon, he "ide

alized" her. She is, without a doubt, nearly immortal in the countless 

songs and sonnets written to her by Petrarch, just as he himself has gained 

immortal fame as the author of her praise. The fourteen-line form, 
known forever after as the Petrarchan sonnet, has a most particular sub

ject matter, a subject matter which is inseparable from its formal struc

ture. In its first eight lines, the octet, the sonnet pays attention to some

thing in nature. In its concluding six lines, the sextet, it takes a look,_ as in 

a mirror, at the author, or at all of us, in contradistinction to nature. This 

is the artifice or the nature of a sonnet. 

In one important use of the word nature we are all of us as natural as 

the nightingale. But the nightingale is not self-conscious, and we are. In 

this our natures differ. Is it a fallacy to feel sympathy with nature, and to 

feel that it, in its turn, is sympathetic to us? If, as seems to be the case, 

modern biological science demonstrates that we share DNA with the 

humblest of one-celled creatures and worms, that we are in fact akin to 

them, what follows for us? Does the fact that all life is akin induce sym

pathy or even empathy in us or in them? We can't soar like the gimlet-eyed 

eagle, though we are remarkably like the sluggish worm both spatially and 

temporally: food in the front end, digest in the middle, and out at the 

other end. Beginning, middle, and end. As it is so wittily put by Gilbert 

and Sullivan in a song addressed to a grieving tit-willow: '"Is it weakness 
of intellect, birdie' I cried, 'or a rather tough worm in your little inside?"' 

Nature is a slippery word. It so easily becomes a red herring, a decep

tion designed to lead us on some defiantly theoretical trip. In so many 
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books and in so many arguments this word is employed as a pawn in some 

artful game. We, almost all of us, also say commonly that nature has its 

ways of taking time: summer and winter, spring and fall, generation and 

corruption. The sun and the moon have their periods as do our physical 

bodies. Analogically our very sentences are periodic (as are our melodies) 

and the entrancing completions of our rhythmic verses are a musical 

device which enhances this "natural" phenomenon. 

Does great nature mock our symmetries or are we imitating her tak
ings of time, her comings to be and her passings away? If she eternally 

returns as the seasons roll by and the great sphere rotates, then indeed 

Laura's death is not consonant with her, and the nightingale's courtship is 
indistinguishable fi:om lament. 

Look over the sextet of the Petrarch sonnet again: 

Oh how easy it is to be secure in one's self-deceit. Who 

ever thought to see beneath the dark earth those two eyes 

clearer than the sun? But I recognize that ·my bitter path 

means living and crying at the same time, bitter and harsh 

as anything here below. 

When Augustine at the end of his dissertation on time analyzed for 
us Ambrose's verse "Deus creator omnium;' he, as a trained rhetorician, one 

might even say as the ultimate rhetorician, was well aware of the full 

meaning of the words he was looking at. If God is the creator of every

thing, he is creator of time. God's time it is and not our time, or nature's 

time. The creator's time has a true beginning, middle, and end as do our 

days and years, as do our lives. as do our syllables, our phrases, and our 

periods. All of these aforementioned things are true images of God's 

time, a tracing of his reality, and the ever present now, the ultimate 

moment of attention, is indeed the moving finger of eternity. 

Let us now take up Augustine's analysis again. This time we will oper

ate upon it; it will suffer a violent sea change in the process. Instead of 
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employing his verse 11Deus creator omnium" ( 1God the creator of everything") 
we will substitute the sonnet of Petrarch we have been examining. 

For what is true of the whole sonnet is also true of every 

part of the sonnet and of every syllable in it. The same 

holds true for any longer action of which the sonnet is only 

a part. It is also true of the whole of a man's life, of which 

all of his ,actions are only parts. And it is true of the whole 

history of humanity, of which the lives of men are only 

parts. 

Time is now the locus of pathos; it is in truth our time, our brief span, 

our transient moments and days which find their image in our syllables and 

in our phrases and in our periods. History's great paragraphs pass befOre our 

eyes in all their awful sameness. We seek solace in the crystallizing moments 

of present attention, moments which seek to memorialize our lives by fixing 

rime within our human constructs with the aid of words and with the aid 

of music. 

A priest wrote the next sonnet and he speaks of a priest's business--the 

administration of the sacraments. It is, nevertheless, a true sonnet both in 
form and in content. if indeed it is proper to separate the two. 

Felix Randal the furier, 0 he is dead then? my duty all ended, 

Who have watched his mould of man, big-boned and hardy

handsome 

Pining, pining, rill time when reason rambled in it and some 

Fatal four disorders, fleshed there, all contended? 

Sickness broke him. Impatient he rursed at first. but mended 

Being anointed and all; though a heavenlier heart began some 

Months earlier, since I had our sweet reprieve and ransom 

Tendered to him. Ah, well, God rest him all road ever he 

offendedl 
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This seeing the sick endears them to us, us too it endears 

My tongue had taught thee comfort, touch had quenched thy 
tears, 

Thy tears that touched my heart. Child, Felix, poor Felix 

Randal 

How far from then forethought of. all thy more boisterous 
years, 

When thou at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers, 

Didst fettle for the great grey drayhorse his bright and 
battering sandal! 

On reading the score, note the rhyme scheme: in the octet, 

abba abba 

-all ended, -handsome, --and som~ --all contended; --mended, --began som~ -
ransom, --offended. In the sextet, 

ccd ccd 

--endears, -tears, -Randal; --years, -peers, -sandaL There is not a fixed 

syllable count but rather an astonishing, fulsome line whose rhythm lopes 

along with a prose-like spring. 

While the Petrarch sonnet begins with "Q.<el rosignor' ('That nightin

gale"), this sonnet begins with a proper name, Felix Randal, and then 

names his profession. He is a farrier, or blacksmith. The natural event 

reported is the reception of the news of his death. "Oh he is dead then?" 

It is cast in the vivid present and immediately followed by "My duty all 
ended;' a completed perfect tense. The rest of the octet takes past time as 

it progresses: "pining, pining, till time when reason rambled in it.'' A sin
gle past event-"Sickness broke him"-and what transpired afi:er-"he 
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cursed at first, but mended I being anointed and all; though a heavenlier 

heart began some I months earlier, since I had our sweet reprieve and ran

som I tendered to him"-a past perfect moment. The octet ends with a 

third person imperative, a prayer for all future time in reference to what 

is past: ''Ah, well, God rest him all road ever he offended:' With hope and 

prayer the blacksmith's time will be consonant with God's time. 

The sextet then proceeds to pack a wallop, but not until its last three 

lines. It begins with a present general statement: ''This seeing the sick 

endears them to us, us too it endears." Then we are thrust back to past 

time as bearing witness to the general statement. "My tongue had taught 

thee comfort, touch had quelled thy tears, thy tears that touched my heart, 
child, Felix, poor Felix Randal:' 

A mere priest might have stopped here, but the time-artist, the poet, 
seizes the moment of compassion, his memory and imagination placing 

it against the blacksmith as he was in his prime, working at his forge. 

How far from then forethought of, all thy more boisterous 

years 
When thou at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers, 

Didst fetter for the great grey drayhorse his bright and 
battering sandal! 

The extraordinary phrase "How far from then forethought of" crams 

time into a capsule. The regular iambs concentrate our attention; the reit

erated consonants f and th give added intensity: "How far from then fore

thought o£'We could-though we needn't-recite it with long and short 
syllables as was done in our Latin verse: uDeus creator omnium,-~~how 

far from then forethought o£'The last two verses of the sextet and of the 

sonnet stamp an image so vividly upon the mind's eye that the very con

ceit of the poem loses its feeling of artifice as the poem clangs into its last 

rhyme of sandal with Randal and the figure of the man, the blacksmith 

Felix Randal, resounds in our ears. 
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When thou at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers, 

Didst fettle for the great grey drayhorse his bright and batter 

ing sandal! 

The then in "How far from then forethought of" has become a now, 

present to us in all its pathos if we pause to think back at the opening of 

the sonnet: "Felix Randal the farrier. Oh, he is dead then?" 

The last sonnet, by Robert Frost, begins, not with a nightingale or 

with the death of a man, but with an anonymous bird singing in its sleep. 

We are not told whether it is a robin or a lark or a whippoorwilL It is a 

plain sounding sonnet, its sophistication arising out of its seeming sim

plicity. It employs, with three notable exceptions, short Anglo-Saxon 
words. 

A bird half wakened in the lunar noon 

Sang halfWay through its little inborn tune. 

Partly because it sang but once all night 

And that from no especial bush's height, 

Partly because it sang ventriloquist 
And had the inspiration to desist 

Almost before the prick of hostile ears, 

It ventured less in peril than appears. 

It could not have come down to us so far, 

Through the interstices of things ajar 

On the long bead chain of repeated birth, 
To be a bird while we are men on earth, 

If singing out of sleep and dream that way 

Had made it much more easily a prey. 

The octet reports an event in nature; the sextet-as is traditional
comments on the natural event, bringing in not so much the poet as all 
of us "men on earth" as the focus of attention. The metric structure 
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adheres strictly to the rules of the game: there is a ten syllable count. It 

is written in iambic pentameter, the bread and butter of English 

versification. 
Unlike Shakespeare's habits with the pentameter, there are no caesuras 

after the first two feet, however. The rhyme scheme differs from that of 

the other two sonnets and sounds with the close clang of rhyming cou

plets: noon-tune, night-height, vmtriloquist-desist, ears-appears, Jar-ajar, birth-earth, 

way-prry. When a Latinate word crops up in the fifth line it sticks out, the 

sound of it and its placement having everything to do with its meaning: 

vmtriloquist. The poet himself is a ventriloquist in this sonnet. He's a plain 

old bird using plain old words. You can't put your finger on him. Where 

is he? The next line delivers over to us the most famous of all Latinate 

words having to do with poesy: inspiration. We have one more Latinate 

word in the sextet: interstices, a crabbed and fussy word. With these simple 

observations in mind, peruse the poem once again: 

A bird half wakened in the lunar noon 

Sang halfway through its little inborn tune. 

Partly because it sang but once all night 

And that from no especial bush's height, 

Partly because it sang ventriloquist 

And had the inspiration to desist 

Ahnost before the prick of hostile ears 

It ventured less in peril than appears. 
It could not have come down to us so far, 

Through the interstices of things ajar 

On the long bead chain of repeated birth, 

To be a bird while we are men on earth, 

If singing out of sleep and dream that way 

Had made it much more easily a prey. 
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It's part of the pleasure of the piece that it is not a nightingale singing 

for its mate; it's some plain feathered creature. It is not singing in some 

imagined garden, some sylvan grove reminiscent of our ancestral Eden, It 

is happening in some plain old woods. To be sure, the moon is out as the 
bird is "half wakened in the lunar noon:' The singer's Hinspiration" is not 
the source of his singing, quite the contrary: his "inspiration, is a cau

tionary impulse to desist from singing before danger appears. There is no 

snake that will imperil him in this non-Eden. He must be alert for a fox 

or a marauding owl which could silently swoop from below or above and 

consume him utterly. Very much a report on nature and certainly intend

ed as a palliative for the "pathetic fallacy:' 
In addition to being most "American;' this sonnet is decidedly a 

11modern" sonnet. It is, as we would expect, this aspect and reflection 

which comes to the fore in the sextet, The word nature, if we dare employ 

it any longer-and many are the writers and lecturers who brandish it 

about with equanimity-is now part of a new bali game, a game in which 

time and distance leap far beyond the limits of imagination. We are nowa

days beyond even the old "modern" view of Pascal, who was aghast when 

faced with the infinity of space: 'The eternal silence of those infinite 

spaces terrifies me;' he wrote. We cannot, as he could not, conceive of the 

cosmos as a glorious ornament. How consoling it would be to have a 

crystalline sphere with a proper, finite diameter! Our mathematical 

artifices in this century have plunged us far beyond Pascal into a numb

ing beginning of an explosion emanating from a near infinitesimal point, 

an explosion that coagulates into something that is no longer matter, as 

if we had ever known what that was! Black negativity reigns at the center 

of our galaxies, and there are simply too many of them either to imagine 

or to conceive. Vision ceases. It is almost with a sense of relief that we 

turn from such matters and consider our men on the moon and their view 

of our home, our blue and cloud-shrouded sphere, enveloped in its 

gaseous life preserver. Back down on earth we take time as evolution pres

ents it to us. We have no choice but to accept being's timetable as estab-
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lished by Darwin, and our reading of the geological record, rhe long bead 
chain of repeated birrh, as Mr. Frost states so succinctly. Benearh our 

gaseous envelope, in our little corner of the universe, something remark

able confronts us, something more wondrous than a miracle. We men on 

earth hear a bird singing in its sleep and pay attention to it. Borh man and 

bird have emerged from evolution's long and solidified game of chance. 

We are both of us, bird and man, the residue of evolution's random but 

ordered production of all of our dear and memorable species. What a 

coincidence; we are aware of each other. It cannot have been planned! It 

did occur, however. Frost's sonnet is full of this wonder; it calls attention 

to a simple event and rhe poem itself becomes a memorial, an artifice that 

escapes from time by fixing our attention upon a moment in time. 

It is also a cautionary sonnet. God is not looking at rhe bird nor look

ing afrer him. The bird could well be dead if he were not a ventriloquist, 

cunningly throwing his voice, singing from a certain undetectable height, 

and having rhe inspiration to stop singing before the onslaught of a 

marauding fox or a cruising owl. 
All of our songs and sonnets are constructions, cages in which we 

place our nightingales. They are made out of our breathing, our walking, 

and our heartbeats: the physical lumber of our existence from day to day. 

They are all cautionary tales in which we celebrate and lament our time

ridden lives, and in which we preserve for future generations our best

crafted observations, like insects preserved over millennia in Baltic amber. 

What we do when we are wide awake is pay attention to our existence, to 

its duration, and to our place: what, where, and when. These celebratory 

constructs are our perennial poems; they fix us with fUll self-conscious

ness in that moment of observation and parhos. They are rhe nearest we 

have to a definition of ourselves as we peer forth from rhis obscure cor

ner of an unimaginable universe, observing, wondering, and preserving. 
Some of you may be wondering, remembering rhe opening of this 

essay, if St. Augustine has been lefr far behind, if I have not insisted that 

all our poems are either pagan or secular. Perhaps so. It is perfectly clear 



84 THE ST. JOHN'S REVIEW 

that there can be no music in Paradise: that ultimate construct is out of 

time, eternal. ("Is there no change of death in Paradise;' begins a canto of 

Wallace Stevens.) When we recite--or even better, sing-and intend to 

ourselves the meaning of "Deus creator omnium;' we assent that God, the 

creator of everything, made the world and established its time as having 

a beginning, a middle, and an end. We make of the history of the world 

a celebratory hymn of praise, a psalm, an ultimate period. We can quote 

Augustine backwards and try it on for size: 

What is true of the whole history of humaniry, of which 

the lives of men are parts is true also of the whole of a 

man's life, of which all his actions are parts. The same 

also holds good for any action of which the psalm is a 
part and what is true of the whole psalm is also true of 

every part of the psalm and of every syllable in it. 

There is another psalm which sings so eloquently of this same thing: 
"Let everything that has breath, Praise the Lord;' a psalm set with per-. 

fection by Stravinsky at the end of his "Symphony of Psalms:' 

Bear in mind however that when our priest played at poet he took 
time as a true time-keeper. The last lines of his incomparable sonnet 

speak in never-to-be-forgotten words the pathos of self-conscious human 

existence when face to face with death, time's end. 

How far from then forethought o£ all thy more boisterous 

years. 
When thou at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers 
Didst fettle for the great grey drayhorse his bright and 

battering sandal. 

I. In Latin, meter is quantitative. 



~ Nature and Creativity in Goethe's 

fj- Elective Affinities 
Astrida Orle Tantillo 

Both in his literary and personal life, Goethe has the reputation of 

being a lover. Yet, it is difficult to pin down his views of love from his lit

erary texts. Werther is a great romantic who refuses to give up his love for 

Lotte, while Faust is so caught up in his own sphere of enjoyment that he 

cruelly forgets about Gretchen. The poet who uses the naked back of his 

mistress to tap out hexameters 1 is the same novelist who preaches the 

virtues of renunciation in Wilhelm Meister. 
In his autobiography, Poetry and Truth (Dichtung und W.hrheit), Goethe 

provides us with sketches of his views on love. He describes in great detail 

his first and youthful loves-Frederica, Charlotte, and Lili-and how he 

literally runs away in order to escape romantic attachments with them. He 

then describes how these flights become intimately entwined with his art. 

His powers of creativity exist symbiotically with his capacity to love: his 

artistty stems from his ability to turn the reality of his romantic experi

ences into poetty. He tells us, for example, that he himself was Werther, 

but instead of actually shooting himself, he does it on paper and thereby 

escapes Werther's fate (HA 9:588). Love inspires the young Goethe to 

write a novel about suicide, but art makes possible his own escape (HA 

9:588). 

For Goethe, art becomes a means of overcoming limits in order to 

gain new freedoms and insights. This relationship in itself is perhaps not 

at all unusual when speaking of writers and their work. Goethe, however, 

extends this view of creativity into the natural realm. According to his 

natural philosophy, nature is not limited to the procreative in its expres

siveness, but finds other creative avenues as well. Both organic and inor-

Astrida Orlc Tantillo is Assistant Professor in the German Department at University of 1Ilinois at 
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ganic natural entities are capable of overcoming regular Hlaws" of nature 
in order to create new entities and forms. 

This essay examines the relationship between love, nature, and cre

ativity in Goethe's most scientific novel, Elective Affinities. During the course 

of his novel, Goethe compares natural and human artistry. The characters 

in the novel are successful to the extent that they are able to be creative. 

Their creativity, however, is not limited to innovative endeavors, but is 

closely linked to their ability (and inability) to find creative solutions in 

the face of personal obstacles. Similarly, throughout Goethe's scientific 

works, plants, animals, and inanimate colors strive to be creative in the 

face of struggles or obstacles, And like human artists, plants and animals 

are capable of creation beyond and apart from sexual reproduction. Even 

colors possess a myriad of creative possibilities in their various interac
tions with the world around them, Moreover, time and time again, 

Goethe draws parallels between nature's works and his own, whether he 

likens the process of writing an essay to the growth of a plant' or applies 

Aristotle's principle of compensation' to both organic forms and literary 

works (HA 1:201-203). Goethe's scientific works therefore provide a 

philosophical and non-literary context for the importance and role of 

creativity in Elective Affinities. 

A generation before Darwin! Goethe hints in some of his scientific 

works at how plants and animals may break out of a necessitous gene 

pool through eros and create a new species. In other words, Goethe sug
gests that animals are not limited to procreativity in their creative endeav

ors, but that they may have the ability to evolve and change their forms as 

their environment or other conditions warrant. For example, in a review 

essay' on the anatomist d'Alton's works on sloths and pachyderms, 

Goethe describes how an animal may, through an exertion of its will, 

change its own form and its way of life. In the middle of this scientific 

commentary, Goethe asks for our indulgence. He wishes to deviate &om 

scientific prose for a moment in order to use more poetic expression. He 

then begins a kind of tale or fable about a monstrous spirit, which we 
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could well recognize as a whale in the ocean. Goethe's fable, as we shall 

see, is an evolutionary one. This monstrous spirit attempts to live on land. 

At first this creature feels constrained by its new environment. Soon, how

ever, it sprouts monstrous or enormous limbs to help him carry his mon

strous body around on land. This whale goes through a period of exper
imentation as it tries to find the correct balance for its limbs in its new 

environment. The first creative attempt of this creature backfires-it 

grows disproportionately large gangly limbs out of an "impatience" to 

gain freedom on land (GA 17:350). Goethe, however, describes another 

attempt of a monstrous spirit which is more successfUl in its endeavors to 

produce a new form for itself. He writes of a later cousin of the first crea

ture, an Unau (a type of sloth), which forges a more balanced approach 

to the limitations of a new environment. This cousin, which successfully 

challenges some limits, while accepting others, creates a new body for 

itself which approaches the "mobile ape genus:' 

Goethe similarly examines the mobility and the creativity of particu

lar species, in a less fancifUl manner, in several other scientific works. In 

his review essay6 on d' Alton's works on rodents, Goethe discusses a vari

ety of different kinds of rodents and describes how their particular 
method of balancing their wills against necessitous limirs leads to delib

erate artistry, warfare, and even the creation of new creatures. 

In this essay, Goethe describes teeth generally for all animals as a 

"shackle of nature;' a shackle which determines their development. He 

links the clumsy state of cows to their "incompleteness of chewing" and 

explains that their teeth keep their development close to the ground and 

occupied with food. His examination of the rodent family, however, 

shows how nature's very shackle leads to creativity not only in the animal's 

activity, but also in the formation of new animals. 
Goethe's description of the main characteristic trait of rodents, 

incessant gnawing, illustrates how this activity has far-reaching creative 

implications. This gnawing may be regarded as a kind of almost convul

sive passion (GA 17:355) or as a Hcontinuous exercise, a restless drive to 
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be occupied" (GA 17:357) which finally escalates into a "destructive fit" 

(GA 17:357). Afi:er satisfying their needs, the rodents still would like to 

live in more secure plenty. They exert their passionate energy toward the 

gathering or collecting drive as well as toward other activities, which 

leads, according to Goethe, to some deeds that at first appear to be very 

similar to II deliberate artistry".7 For example, the obsessive gnawing of 

beavers enables them to build elaborate dwelling spaces for themselves, 

Whereas many of Goethe's contemporaries, such as d'Alton, believed 

that animals create their dwellings out of "dumb instinct," Goethe 

argues the opposite. In d' Alton's mind, there is no great difference 

between a beaver's dwelling and a snail's shell. Both are created out of an 

animal's unconscious instinct for shelter.8 Goethe, in contrast, argues 

that a rodent's passionate drive leads to highly creative acts-acts that 

appear to be more closely related to human artistic activities than to 

determined natural ones. 

A rodent's creativity, however, is not limited to its collection of nuts 

or to its building of elaborate housing structures, but has far greater pos

sibilities. In discussing the various members of the rodent family, Goethe 

further illustrates how limitless the variations of the structure of these 

creatures can be. He suggests in this essay that species may evolve and 

change over time. While he admits on the one hand that animal forms are 

in part determined and static, he also argues on the other hand that the 

forms can change and transform themselves into infinite varieties over the 

generations (GA I7:354). In other words, an animal is not limited sim

ply to reproduction in its ability to create, but it may change its very form 
from one generation to the next, He stresses the versatility of the rodents 

and describes how their capricious will (Willkiir) leads to the creation of 

so many different forms that a close observation of them may cause us to 

fall into a kind of insanity (W..hnsinn ). He then points to the variety of 

different rodents, including beavers, flying squirrels, and rabbits, and 
describes how different environments led to the formation of each rodent 

type. He further explains how these rodents are very similar to very dif-
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ferent animal groups. He describes how rhe rodent species "leans as much 

toward the carnivores as toward the ruminants, as much toward the apes 

as toward the bats, and resembles still orhers which lie between these gen

era" (my translation). If any doubt is left about the creative heights the 

rodents can achieve, Goerhe links upright posture in squirrels and in 

human beings, contending rhat borh stem from the same desire (GA 

I7:355-56). This tendency, which Cornell calls "Faustian excess;' is a 

striving to break free of limits imposed upon rhis creature ( 485). 
Goethe's account of passionate striving extends into the inanimate 

world. He demands in his Theory of Colors (a work which he thought 

eclipsed all of his poetry") that we analyze colors according to their 

actions and passions. He explains that we can only understand colors if 

we study them as we would rhe behavior of human beings. Notably, 

some colors are more active (e.g. yellow), while others are more passion

ate (e.g. blue). Their interactions an4 unions, moreover, are seen as acts 

of procreation. Goerhe characterizes the entire Theory of Colors as a kind 
of play in which the individual stories of various colors form the plot of 

an intricate drama. And like any play, it must be experienced visually if 

one is to experience its full effect: 

A good play is only half present in the written text. The 

greater portion of it draws on rhe glitter of the stage, the 

personality of rhe actor, the power of his voice, the dis

tinctiveness of his gestures, even the intelligence and 

favorable mood of the audience. This applies all the more 

to a work on natural phenomena. If rhe reader is to enjoy 

and make use of it, he must actually have nature before 

him, either in fact or in the activity of is imagination.10 

This scientific work becomes a drama in every sense of rhe word as 

we witness colors that act in various ways. The main plot of this play is 

a kind of love story between yellow and blue and rhe dilemma they face. 

They can eirher choose an earthly marriage and meld into the color green 
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or they can aspire towards heavenly heights and meet through 

intensification in the ideal color pure red (HA I3:478-79, 52I). 
Although both green and pure red are formed by the union of two 

opposing colors, red is the more perfect union because it is able to rec

oncile, without destroying, the characteristics of each opposing color 

(HA 13:499-500). [Notably, the drama here echoes that work which 

critics tend to think of as Goethe's best-Faust. Faust has a double nature 

and laments that the two souls in his breast are not at peace (HA 3:4 I, 

lines I I I 0-22). He, too has a choice in the direction he may take. Faust 

is successfUl in his gamble, and in the end, we literally see a unified soul 

ascending towards heaven.) 

Goethe does not, however, speak of love and creativity in nature sim

ply metaphorically. Like the natural philosopher Lucretius, Goethe 

believes that animate and inanimate nature act similarly, 11 and that the 

human and the non-human realms are in some way a reflection of each 

other. Goethe's world is an active and interactive one, in which colors, 

chemicals, plants and people-all have characters and all influence one 

another. He therefore believed that human beings stand to learn about 

themselves from the inanimate world. 

As we now turn to Goethe's novel Elective Affinities, we can begin to 

trace the theme of creativity and necessity in the human realm. Having an 

overtly natural scientific premise, this novel gives us an opportunity to 

witness the successfUl and unsuccessful human attempts to overcome lim

itations through creativity, especially those limitations presented by love. 

Elective Affinities, on many levels mirrors the themes of his scientific works. 

However, where nature often seems human in his scientific works, the 

characters in the novel see their own actions in light of natural princi

ples,12 Moreover, where Goethe's example of the rodents demonstrates 

how one can use desire to strive to reach beyond one's self-whether to 

create collections, build intricate structures, or create entirely new physi

cal forms--the characters in the novel illustrate how limiting natural 

desire may be when not accompanied by creative striving. 
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One of the main themes of the novel is marriageY Two of the main 

characters, Charlotte and Eduard, have recently wed after the death of 

their respective first spouses. Although they were childhood sweethearts, 
both initially married for money and position. Their current relationship 

to each other drastically changes with the arrival of the Captain, Eduard's 

close friend, and Ottilie, Charlotte's young and beautiful niece. The novel 

takes its title from an eighteenth-century chemical principle of attraction, 

"Wahlverwandtschtiften;' translated as "elective affinities" or 11telations by 
choice:' 14 This conveniently ambiguous name, suggesting both marriages 

and chemical bonds, asks us to examine not only the actions of human 

beings but also the actions of nature in matters of love. Is love at first 
sight, in essence, at all different from the reaction between limestone and 

sulfuric acid? Conversely, if even the elements are viewed as possessing a 

kind of will and choice in their actions and interactions, should not 
human beings, too, be able to free themselves from "fatal" attractions? In 

the novel, the characters themselves discuss the theory and make analogies 

to their own lives. The focal point of the discussion is what happens to a 

pair of united elements once a third party is introduced. 

As in Goethe's characterization of passionate squirrels and colors, the 

chemical formula within the novel is also described in passionate terms: 

tender elements unite, flee from one another, search for one another, and 

show marked inclinations for particular partners. Where the Theory if 
Colors presents a love story between blue and yellow in which we study 

their actions and passions, the chemical theory of elective affinities por

trays a love-story among the inanimate elements. One of the main char

acters, the Captain, even echoes Goethe's instructions from the Theory if 
Colors. he lectures another character that one can only understand these 

natural elements (with their various unions or marriages, divorces, and 

reunions) if one is an active observer and has these elements before one's 

very eyes (HA 6: 275-76). 
The basic premise of the principle of "elective affinities" is rather 

straightforward: opposites will attract and form a new union. Charlotte and 
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the Captain, however, see completely different dynamics at work behind the 

theory. Charlotte, responding to her husband's fascination with the 

udivorces" or the separations of the elements, cannot abide the word 

"divorce:' even when merely referring to chemicals. She laments: HDoes this 

sad word, which unfortunately we hear so often in society now, also occur 

in the natural sciences?" (36; HA 6:273) She then denies the term "elec

tive" or "choice" either to the elements or htunan beings. Instead, she 

stresses the power of necessity and opportunity: "I would never see a choice 

here, but rather a necessity of nature, and possibly not even this; for after 

all it may be perhaps only a matter of opportunity. Opportunity occasions 

relationships, just as it makes thieves" (37; HA 6:274). Strikingly, in her 

own life, fi:ee will has litrle to do with her choices, Her first marriage was 

arranged. Her second, to Eduard, comes about because both of their 

spouses die unexpectedly, giving Charlotte and Eduard the opportunity to 

marry. 

In contrast to Charlotte's rather deterministic interpretation of the 

theory, the scientific-minded Captain believes, in a manner reminiscent of 

Lucretius, 15 that both human beings and the elements operate under the 

rubric of fi:eedom, In observing the interactions between various chemi

cal elements, the Captain believes "that it is justifiable to apply the word 

elective affinity, because it really does look as if one kinship was preferred 

to the other and chosen before it" (36; HA 6:274). His interpretation 

emphasizes that nature's most simple elements do not act in a predeter

mined or mechanistic way, but are to a certain degree free to choose their 

own partners, During the course of the novel, the Captain, like his view 

of the elements in the theory, will fi:eely move fi:om place to place (HA 

6:258; 479) and be willing to go fi:om partner to partner.16 

Given that each of the characters sees a radically different dynamic at 

work within the theory, a question for us becomes whether the events in 

the novel validate either of these character's views-Charlotte's deter

ministic view of nature or the Captain's opposing one of free will--or 

whether they point to another possibility. 
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Many critics side with Charlotte, claiming that nature represents 

necessiry and that Goethe is illustrating our unsuccessful battle against 

nature and necessity.17 Such interpretations revolve around a mistaken 

impression of Goethe's natural philosophy and do not take his creative 

view of nature into account. Nowhere in his scientific writings does 
nature seem simply determined or for that matter simply &ee. Nature, as 

the examples of the rodent species and evolving whale demonstrate, may 

at times be highly creative. Indeed, that we are to view colors as charac

ters with actions and passions (or elements as passionate beings), further 

demonstrates how creative Goethe believes nature may be. Even Charlotte 

does not see nature acting differently &om human beings. If she views 

nature as determined, it is because she believes human beings to be so. 

Similarly, the Captain thinks the elements are free because human beings 

are. Strikingly, although these two characters have diametrically opposed 

opinions on love and freedom, they agree with Goethe's basic tenet that 

human beings and nature are similar. 

One of the difficulties in trying to interpret the role of nature is that 

the tone of the novel is never consistent. Occasionally it is ominously seri

ous: one child goes insane, another drowns, and both Ottilie and Eduard 

die. At other times, however, it is playfully, even maliciously, ironic. 

Charlotte, the character who most defends societal norms, also rearranges 

tombstones for aesthetic reasons. The institution of marriage is vehe

mently defended, but its champion is the eccentric bachelor, Mittler. The 

greatest critic of marriage, the unhappily married Count, cannot wait to 

marry agam. 
Nor are Goethe's own comments on the book very elucidating. He 

hints to one friend that the novel contains an all-pervasive theme (GA 

24:636). He also claims, much as he did about Werther, that the novel is 

highly autobiographical-that he experienced every line within it (GA 
24:395). When accused of being a heathen, he defends himself by saying 

that he killed off Ottilie (presumably for her sins), 18 yet in his autobiog
raphy he tells us her character was based upon a Christian saint. At one 
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time he claims to hate Eduard (GA 24:219), while at another he admits 

to admiring his capacity to love.I'' 

If we return to text and examine the main relationships in the novel, 

then Ottilie and Eduard's relationship seems to support Charlotte's deter

ministic interpretation of the chemical theory. Eduard and Ottilie act 

very much as if no freedom of choice exists for their lives. Opportunity 

has brought them together and once it has, no force seems strong 

enough-whether societal customs, paternal emotions, or duty to one's 

guardian or spouse-to pull them apart. At the end of the novel, the nar

rator even characterizes them as representing not two human beings, but 

one (HA 6:478). Ottilie and Eduard, in their love for each other, do not 

appear to have any freedom to refuse their affinity. Their passion for each 

other appears to be too strong for rational choice to play a role in their 

relationship. 

Conversely, Charlotte and the Captain's relationship seems to support 

the Captain's view of nature. They seem so free from lasting attachments 

that they unite and separate at wilL Charlotte marries rwice without love 

and therefore cannot understand why Eduard and Ottilie cannot renounce 

each other. After she first is widowed, she does not think of Eduard, the 

love of her youth, for hersel£ but attempts to unite him with Orrilie. When 

her attempts fail, she marries Eduard primarily because he is so persistent 

in wooing her (HA 6:246). Although Charlotte eventually falls in love 
with the Captain, it does not stop her &om either encouraging him to 

accept a promotion that includes an arranged marriage, or when that falls 

through, from trying to play match-maker berween Ottilie and the 

Captain. Similarly, the Captain spends most of the novel drifting in and 

out of romantic alliances, whether to the neighbor girl in the "Novella" or 

to Charlotte. 
Given that events in the novel support both Charlotte's and the 

Captain's opposing natural views, how then are we to interpret the novel? 

Perhaps the most important issue within the chemical theory and its rei-
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evance for human beings is not whether nature is free or determined; at 

times it may be free while at others determined. Neither extreme view 

(that love is a necessitous force or that we may freely choose it) seems an 

adequate explanation for the events in the novel. If we return to 

Charlotte's and the Captain's discussion of the chemical theory, we dis

cover that an important aspect is missing from both of their interpreta

tions: both fail to address in any detail the creative function of the theo

ry. Neither discusses the consequences of chemical unions, i.e. the cre

ation of new entities. Charlotte appears to be more concerned about 

avoiding divorces, while the Captain is fascinated by the elements' ability 

to move from one partner to the next. The characters' inability to focus 

upon or understand the creative aspects of nature within the chemical 

theory becomes reflected within their own creative endeavors throughout 
the novel. Their limited and often failed artistic attempts come to reflect 

their personal limitations. Unlike the creative beavers, the evolving whale, 

or the procreating colors, the characters do not seek creative options. 
When we first meet Charlotte, she is putting the finishing touches 

on a "moss hut:' The irony of this moss covered hut is heightened by 

the way Charlotte treats the windows. To her, the windows are frames, 

the view is a painting she has created by landscape gardening (HA 

6:243). Charlotte's relationship with nature is analogous to her relation

ship with human beings. Like her efforts to tame and cultivate nature, 
she hopes to restrain and civilize others. She believes that since she can 

control her emotions and renounce the Captain, Eduard and Ottilie 

should be able to renounce each other. But as her landscaping techniques 

are faulty, and only make nature a greater adversary to the inhabitants of 

the manor, so too does her plan of control backfire in the human sphere: 

had she agreed to a divorce earlier, neither her baby nor Ottilie would 

have died (HA 6:460). 
Similarly, the Captain believes he has a great deal of control over 

nature. His naesthetic" endeavors involve many mathematical calculations. 

He believes that by carefully measuring and mapping nature one will have 
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mastery over it. For example, he calculates the exact number of stones 

that need to be taken away from a cliff in order to build a better path

the exact number, moreover, that will then be needed to build a new wall. 

So too, he believes he has a solution to get rid of beggars: they are to 

receive money, not upon entering the town, but upon leaving it. His 

rational calculations, however, fail to take the powers of nature into 

account. His newly created shores crumble beneath the spectators' feet, 

and beggars are not daunted in trying to receive money both within town 

and while leaving it. 

Eduard also attempts to practice art on nature. The first time we 

encounter him, he is grafting shoots onto fruit trees (HA 6:242). 

Eduard's efforts here, as in music and love, are sterile. The trees do not 

produce fruit as they did before. This metaphor of grafting is used 
throughout the novel. Charlotte hopes that her baby will act as a grafTed 

shoot (HA 6:4 19), uniting the family, but Eduard has his eye on anoth

er young shoot: Ottilie. The middle-aged Eduard hopes to rejuvenate 

himself and produce new fruit through Ottilie, but both nature and soci

ety reject such forced and artificial attempts at creativity. In his own 

attempts to unite himself with Ottilie, Eduard stubbornly insists on get

ting his own way, but will not trouble himself with the details (HA 

6:447-51). He believes that love itself is his talent and that he is already 

a master of it (HA 6:355). 
Similarly, the more Ottilie falls in love with Eduard, the more she 

abandons her own creativity to become like him. She proves her love to 

Eduard by adopting his handwriting to the extent that one can no longer 

distinguish his handwriting &om her own. She eventually gives up her 
own domestic pursuits and takes up Eduard's of gardening. Ottilie's and 

Eduard's artistic attempts mirror their personal failures. Eduard plays the 

violin abominably but insists that the others listen to him. Ottilie inten

tionally learns to play pieces, not as they are composed, but in accordance 

with Eduard's mistakes. In consciously mimicking Eduard's unconscious 

mistakes, Ottilie rejects art to choose mediocre conformity. 
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In this novel, art generally reflects the characters' limitations. Even the 

minor characters do not attempt to be creative when they practice art, but 

remain largely imitative. For instance, when a large party is bored, they put 

on tableaux vivants. They search through copperplates and tty to imitate, 

through elaborate stagings, selected pictures (HA 6:392-94). In essence, 
they imitate imitations of art. The fact that the characters are trapped in 

imitation is closely linked to their failures in love. Indeed, the only dilet

tante who is praised in the novel is an architect whose love for Ottilie 

makes his paintings come to life (HA 6:370). 

One of central 11Cteative" events in the novel is the conception of the 

baby, Otto. On the night the child is conceived, the biological parents 

engage in spiritual adultery, with very strange consequences. While mak

ing love to each other, each spouse thinks of another: Charlotte of the 

Captain and Eduard of Ottilie. "And so the absent and the present were 

interwoven-miraculously enough--seductively and blissfully each with 

the other" (HA 6:32I). The result of this nocturnal indiscretion? A baby 

who bears a resemblance to Eduard (HA 6:420), has Ottilie's eyes, and is 

otherwise the spitting image of the Captain (HA 6:42I). As the baby 

grows older, his resemblance to Eduard drops out of the account, and he 

becomes more and more like Ottilie and the Captain (HA 6:455; 459). 

The baby's procreation is symbolic of the artistic limitations of the 

individual characters. Charlotte and Eduard, on their own, had not yet 

been able to conceive a child. Otto is only conceived with the participa
tion of ali four of the main characters. His existence, moreover, further 

demonstrates that nature is both necessitous and capricious. Biology plays 

a role in that he is born of Charlotte and resembles Eduard. However, his 

resemblance to the other characters indicates that nature can break free of 

its regular laws to create this being. We witness the triumph of love, not 

mind, over matter. Love demands its rights and creates a ttue representa

tional picture of the facts. This triumph of spiritual love, however, comes 

at the expense of natural love. The maternal instinct appears to be 

destroyed. The baby is largely ignored by its biological mother. Ottilie, the 
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spiritual mother, is a careless guardian, She simultaneously reads, walks 

and carries the baby. Due to her carelessness, the baby dies in a boating 

accident. Once again Goethe's irony comes into full play as Ottilie loses 

her balance in the boat while carrying the baby and the book in the same 

hand. Afi:er the baby dies, one would expect someone to mourn his death. 

Again, Goethe appears to tease: the mother has no reaction, while the bio

logical father is pleased. Almost everyone is relieved as this little being 

dies. His death is not tragic because no one has chosen to love him. Here 

the parents are even free to refuse an aflinity. 

If the baby demonstrates, albeit in a very bizarre way, the creative 

powers of love,20 the relations between the pairs, demonstrate the limita

tions of love. One might reasonably ask what alternatives these characters 

really had. In the novel, two characters, the Count and the Baroness, have 

situations similar to Ottilie and Eduard's: their marriage is delayed 

because the Count's wife will not grant him a divorce. Unlike Eduard and 

Ottilie or Charlotte and the Captain, however, this couple creatively work 

around the obstacles, They meet whenever possible, but they also attempt 

to keep up some appearances for the sake of society. Although not imme

diately, they eventually find togetherness afi:er the death of his wife. And 

once again, they do not immediately marry, but wait for the time of 

mourning to pass (HA 6:390). 
Goethe explored even more radical relationships in an earlier play, 

Stella. In a scenario similar to Elective Affinities, a man is torn between duty 

to his wife and child, and love for a younger woman. Tragedy is averted in 
the play because the women agree to a rather unconventional solution. 

They agree to share the husband and occupy "one house, one bed, and 
one grave"(HA 4:346). Afi:er the play was banned, Goethe rewrote the 

ending which parallels that of the novel: the husband and the lover kill 

themselves, 

In Stella, Goethe openly explores the most radical of solutions 
through art, By so doing, he presents both sides of the coin. We see the 

mistakes which lead to tragedy, but we also see radical, partly ironic, solu-
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tions. As a novelist, Goethe is able to explore and weigh, and at the same 

time ask that we too explore and weigh, intricate moral questions. Certain 

situations cannot be understood in terms of a simple opposition between 

good and bad. The novel, as the two different endings to StelL., forces us 

to consider anew society's standards. 

Goethe, however, is not a nihilist or a relativist, even in matters of love. 

He acknowledges and respects limits, partly because as an artist and sci

entist, he realizes that if one is to advance and create new and higher 

forms, one requires limits and obstacles if only to overcome them. When 

he describes an organism's attempt to flourish and strive towards beauty 

and creativity, he stresses that superfluity of resources is just as damaging 

to an organism as scarcity. In a conversation with Eckermann, Goethe 

turns to the example of an oak tree in order to discuss how beauty arises 

in nature. He suggests that an oak tree is beautifUl only if it has struggled 

with opposition and competition as it has grown. Harsh conditions may 

be "favorable" as long as they are balanced against good ones. If, however, 

the oak tree grows in a moist marshy place, and the earth is too nourish

ing, it will, with proper space, prematurely shoot forth many branches and 

twigs on all sides; but it will still want the opposing, retarding influences: 

it will not show itself gnarled, stubborn, and indented; and, seen from a 

distance, it will appear a weak tree of the lime species; it will not be beau

tiful-at least, not as an oak. (IS April I827; GA 24:618-19) 

Like an indulged or spoiled child, the oak tree that never has to face 

adversity will never have a beautiful character. It will not have grown at a 

measured pace, but will grow disproportionately. Goethe spoke also of a 

plant that is over-watered in his "Metamorphosis of Plants:' Although 

such a plant will grow continuously, it will never intensity its form to 

reach its greatest articulation of form. Similarly, while the conditions for 

the oak tree's growth ensure survival, they do not enable it to reach the 

height of its potential. 

The most ideal conditions for the oak are mixed ones. The oak must 

have enough nourishment to grow, while it must also engage in some 
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struggles: "a century's struggle with the elements makes it strong and 

powerful, so that, at its full· growth, its presence inspires us with aston

ishment and admiration" (GA 24:6I9). Beauty arises only if the tree has 

faced some adversity that acts as a check upon its desire to thrive. And 

while numerous different circumstances influence the development of the 

tree outside of its control (the conditions of the soil, the climate, the 

proximity of its other neighbors, etc.), the individual tree actively partic

ipates in the entire process as well. It has a will that expresses a tendency 

(Tendenz), drive (Trieb), and striving (Bestreben). 
Goethe's natural world is comprised of entities which are always 

struggling to achieve new kinds of perfection and new ways of flourish

ing as they attempt to overcome the limits presented to them either by the 

outside environment or by their own forms. And just as nature oversteps 

its own boundaries to create a new kind of perfection (GA 17:106), so 

too Goethe describes how a master artist intentionally deviates from the 

norm in his works to create a masterpiece (HA 12:169). 

In the end, the failure of the main characters of Elective Affinities in their 

artistic endeavors is a reflection of their failures in their personal lives. 

They never attempt to use their love to reach beyond their passions and 

attempt innovative solutions to their problems. Charlotte and the 

Captain, despite their feelings for each other, remain largely wedded to the 

laws of society. Neither initiates creative options until it is too late. Ottilie 

and Eduard, the most passionate of the characters, similarly do not try to 

use creativity to channel the destructive nature of love. When Charlotte 

buries them together as the last act in the novel, they, like the color green, 

are finally joined together at the expense of their individual lives; 
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-.:f Three Poems 
fj:- Laurie Cooper 

Pears 

All summer long on a I2.5-horsepower John Deere 

I cut grass in 43-inch swaths, each week 

holding back the jungle that would otherwise begin, 

the wildness that waits just below surfaces for an opening. 

I cut grass in 43-inch swaths, each week 

vigilant, keeping safe the gardens, the house, our lives 

from the wildness that waits just below surftces for an opening. 

The days grow shorter. My shadow spreads across the lawn. 

Vigilant, I keep safe the gardens, the house, our lives. 

Now it is November, the last mowing of the year. 

The days are short. My shadow spreads across the lawn. 

Soon winter's white palms will try to press the chaos down. 

It is November, the very last mowing of the year 

and there are fallen pears, at least 200 on the ground 

daring winter's white palms to press their chaos down, 

unyielding to my tractor's slow, insistent blade. 

Fallen pears, at least 200 on the ground. They are 

silent, sunned breasts or low, harvest moons 

that will not yield to my slow insistent blade. 

Or they are a gathering of golden, swollen wombs. 

Laurie Cooper lives in Chaplin, Connecticut, and is a 1988 graduate of St. John's College, 
Annapolis. 
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Silent, sunned breasts and low, harvest moons 

hold their gaze though I turn quickly away. 

Even a golden gathering of lost, swollen wombs 

cannot distract me from my essential task. 

They hold their gaze, though I keep turning away. 

Time slithers past. The grass has not yet grown to hay

because I will not be distracted from my task. 

But when you come outside to kiss me, you've grown old. 

Somehow time has passed. The grass is not a tangle of hay 

but your hair is gray and your lips purple from the cold 

as you come outside to kiss me. I see that you are old. 

On your breath is a fuint scent of fermented pears. 

Though your hair is gray and your lips purple from the cold, 

I must keep cutting the grass in 43-inch swaths. 

Your breath's scent of fermented pears is lost to the wind 

as I ride past on my I2.5-horsepower John Deere. 



COOPER 

Preparation 

If sometimes I find myself imagining 

the thick unmoving whiteness of your hands 

lying properly at your sides or nicely folded 

on your chest, the heavy scent of a gardenia 

fastened there, an organ softly swirling tones 

through a darkened vestibule, 

If sometimes I imagine all of this, it is because 

I am stunned by the life that moves in every grain 

of us, how when we embrace it is only the beginning, 

and never enough. It is also the end: there will be 

a last time that our skins will touch. One of us 

will be cold, the other warm and dying. 

105 
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While You Are In The Hospital 

At home, I think I see small pools of blood 

forming in corners of the bathroom ceiling, 

but they are clumps of ladybugs, having found 

their way in through the old wood of this leaning 

house. They are slow and silent as they mount 

each other, wrap their spindly legs around, cling. 

In the hospital, beneath the syncopation 

of intercoms and monitoring machines, 

there is a silence: a woman in a room down 

the hall contemplating her amputation, snow

stooped trees through your window, fear. 

Here, mail arrives daily: merchandise 

sales, conference announcements, friends 

sending cheer. I sort it into piles to keep, 

recycle, discard. I think of love I've left, 

and lost, and never known. 

If I could really love, I would take away 

these tubes dripping lipids and glucose 

into your blood. I would liquefY the things 

you love and Rood them through your veins: 

our sleeping dogs' rhythmic breathing, huge 

orange trumpets of the amaryllis we thought 

would never bloom, the crunch of the gravel 

road coming home. If I could really love, 

I would climb onto your narrow back 

and wrap myself around, guarding like 

a ladybug, or Achilles' mighty shield. 



--:£ Mind in the Odyssey 
!j- Paul Ludwig 

Veteran readers of Homer will find Seth Benardete's book The Bow and 
the Lyre to be an exciting and at times disturbing meditation on the Odyssey. 
For those wary of the maddening difficulty of Benardete's oracular style 

of writing, the present volume is more readable than some of his previ

ous works. Benardete's explications of texts rarely fail to strike a nerve. 

Beginning readers of the Odyssey who use The Bow and the Lyre as a com

panion volume may be so overwhehned by the ingenuity of his interpre
tations that they lose the inclination to interpret the Odyssey in any other 

way. At the same time, many readers with firm prior interpretations of the 

Odyssey will be repelled by Benardete's conclusions. Among them: 
Odysseus on his return commits gross injustice against the suitors; 

Penelope and Odysseus, when finally reunited, fail to achieve love or inti

macy. 
Before we come to grips with these substantive issues, Benardete's 

method of reading Homer merits considerable attention. He tteats poet

ry as proto-philosophy. The Bow and the Lyre is intended to explore the 
extent to which Homer anticipated Plato's thought, hence the subtitle "A 

Platonic Reading of the Odyssey:' Those who hold that poetry asserts 

nothing will lay aside the bopk as useless to them. When, for example, 
Menelaus keeps his grip on Proteus- despite the latter's shape-shifting, 

does this story of a god who is one thing despite becoming many things 
mean that Homer is wrestling with the philosophical problem of being 

vs. becoming? Many readers would be loath to say so. Benardete recog

nizes that his interpretations may seem "forced and willful" (p. xi) if he 

repeatedly discovers Platonic thoughts in earlier Greek poetry. But read

ers who fear that Benardete is merely digging up what he himself has 

Seth Benardete. The Bi.Jw and tbt Lyrt: A Platonic Reading of tbr Odyssey. Lanham, Md: Rowman and 
Littlefield, 1997. Paul Ludwig is a tutor at St. John's College. 
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buried are, he suggests, like people who would question their luck if. wan

dering in a dark wood, they came across a clearing in which they could 

take their bearings. 

One problematic method of reading is the principle of logographic 

necessity &om the Phaedrus, i.e. the assumption that the placement of 

every detail in a piece of writing has a purpose and contributes to the 

overall meaning if only the reader can find out how (a principle Benardete 

elsewhere admits is mythical). Homer never seems to nod in The Bow and 
the Lyre; the slightest commission or omission can be seized upon and have 

meaning wrung out of it. An amazing assertion early on highlights the 

difficulty inherent in this method: "No one in the Iliad dies in pain;' 

meaning that Homer never explicitly says that X died "in pain:' Teeth can 

grip the dirt in the paroxysm of death, but if Homer does not say it is 

painfUl, it is not painfUl. Reading Benardete can be infuriating because of 

such claims, even though they are often adduced in support of a larger 

argument which Benardete can and does sustain on other, more substan

tial grounds. The principle of logographic necessity implicitly contradicts 

longstanding trends in classical philology, in which apparent inconsisten

cies in Homeric epic are typically explained away as the result of diverse 

sources knitted into a motley whole. Benardete, by contrast, is able to 

make his principle pay high returns when he provides alternative explana

tions for such problems as the unsatisfactory ending of the Odyssey, where 

the jarring quality of the final scenes--e.g. the dismemberment of 
Melanthius, the strangeness of hearing conversations in Hades a second 

time, Odysseus's cruel teasing of his father Laertes, and the falseness of 

the forced reconciliation between Odysseus and the relatives of the dead 

suitors-all scenes which most readers would prefer to ignore, are fUlly 

integrated into his troubling interpretation. 
The substantive issue of greatest concern is Odysseus's choice 

between immortality and mortality. he refUses the immortality offered 

him by Calypso, choosing to remain a man. The treatment of this theme 
is among the most fruitfUl in The Bow and the Lyre. What good does 
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Odysseus see in mortality? On the one hand, the questing of Odysseus's 
mind, his desire to see the cities of many men and know their minds, 

would not be possible or even necessary if he stayed with Calypso, since 

Odysseus presumably would have access to divine knowledge once he 

became a god. This implication merely puts a fine point on the problem 

since seeking knowledge entails the desire to find it why would Odysseus, 

of all people, turn down divine knowledge? 

The answer comes at the "peak of the Odyssey;' when Odysseus goes 
to rescue his men from Circe,- who has turned them into swine. On the 

way, Hermes shows him that things have natures. The nature of the moly, 

a plant with black root but white blossom, enables Odysseus to resist the 

magic of Circe, who transforms men such that their bodies become pigs 
but their minds remain human, Just as nature teaches that, in a plant, blos

som goes together with root, no matter whether they are as different as 

white from black, so Odysseus learns that, in man, mind goes together 

with body. This knowledge is proof against a magic which would claim 

to separate body from mind. 
For such a reading to work, Circe's magic cannot be taken literally. 

Since mind and body always go together, Circe cannot truly have changed 
the men's bodies into pigs while leaving their minds human. Later, Circe 

admits it was the mind (not body) of Odysseus that was proof against her 

enchantment. But her statement is odd because the men's minds were not 

supposed to be enchanted any more than Odysseus's: only their bodies 

were said to have undergone change. This problem was recognized in 

antiquity: the two descriptions of enchantment contradict one another 

(I 0.329 with 239-40). If Circe's version is accepted, then the men's 

minds were affected: they believed an illusion about their bodies being 

changed into pigs. The men were superstitious because they lacked knowl

edge of nature; hence their "bestiality" was not literal. The 

moly/ enchantment episode becomes a symbol of the emergence of phi

losophy. By contrast, a conservative reading might say that the efficacy of 

the moly's nature lies in its being (at most) an herbal antidote to Circe's 
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drugs (if not mere 11medicine" in the sense of a magical talisman). On 

the conservative reading, Homer would not have understood the full 
implications of his word physis (nature). For Benardete, it is the revelation 

of physis which is at stake. Lest we suspect that such an interpretation is 

wholly his own invention, Benardete quotes a scholiast to the effect that 

taking the moly meant taking the complete logos. 
A god (Hermes) thus gives Odysseus access to knowledge which, 

apparently, was hitherto a divine preserve. Knowledge of nature allows 
Odysseus to share the gods' knowledge without becoming a god himsel£ 

Calypso's later offer to make Odysseus immortal thus appears ungenuine: 

in the light of nature, Odysseus sees that a transformation in which his 
body became deathless and ageless would also destroy the unity of body 

and mind which makes him Odysseus. Belief in the separation of mind 
from body, at least in the case of Circe's enchantment, produces only bes

tiality. By refusing immortality, Odysseus seems to achieve a humanity 

which Benardete regards as the peak of humanity, not open to everyone, 

since man's being, the inseparability of mind and body, is not complete 
unless he has knowledge of that being, i.e. unless he knows about the 

inseparability. 

Benardete's chief preoccupation is that Odysseus may achieve this 
knowledge only to forget or reject it. Odysseus seems subject to two 

temptations, which arise from his given name and his punning nom de 

guerre. In the cave of the Cyclops, he puns on the two Greek words of 

negation, ou and mf, when he tells the Cyclops his name is Outis, No-one. 

This clever idea keeps the other Cyclopes from coming to Polyphemous's 
aid when he cries out after his blinding. Odysseus's heart laughs when he 

comprehends that his name Outis and his metis (cleverness or mind but 

also No-one) fOoled the Cyclops. Mind is no-one. The universal applica

bility of mind means that mind is the property of no one in particular: 

pure mind is sheer anonymity. If Odysseus comes to think of himself as 

pure mind, then he believes in his own unconditionality, a type of god

head. But this is a paradox because anonymity means being a nobody, a 
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person without fame, the opposite of a god. No sooner does Odysseus 

think himself beyond the Cyclops's reach than he vaunts himself and his 

victory: he wishes Polyphemous to know his real name, so that 

Polyphemous may know whose mind got the better of him. Odysseus's 

mind is thus not disembodied but conditioned by the emotions of pride 

and anger. Driving Odysseus to assert his triumphant mentality, his 
unconditionality, is an emotionalism which belies it, and which arises 

from his true name, the origin of which Homer reveals shortly before the 

slaughter of the suitors: his grandfather named him Odysseus with a pun 

on odyssamenos, angry or hateful. Anger such as he expresses against the 
Cyclops who threatened his life, and whom he taunts, is related to pride, 

the desire to be somebody, to be famous. Eventually the suitors, whose 

consumption of Odysseus's household would reduce him to a nobody, 

must bear the brunt of his pride, even though their crimes do not rise to 

the level of capital punishment. Benardete regards this pride as an inade

quate view of death, an attempt to escape death through glory, as though 

in a shade existence one could continue basking in one's fame (contrast 

I 1.482-91 with 24.80-94), a belief which entails a forgetfulness of the 

humanizing knowledge of the inseparability of body and mind. 

Odysseus's quest for justice against the suitors is thus characterized by 

the most gross injustice, which in turn implies a lack of self-knowledge. 

Readers who always thought that the suitors got what they deserved and 

that Odysseus was both wily and good will experience constant annoy

ance with The Bow and the Lyre as Benardete again and again exculpates ene
mies and minor characters in the Odyssey solely with a view to inculpating 

Odysseus's own behavior. From the Cyclops (who punishes liars and, his 

cannibalism notwithstanding, is a vegetarian) to the Lotus-eaters (if 

Odysseus had not used force to drag aboard ship the ones who partook, 

they would at least have remained alive, unlike the rest of his crew), to the 

crewmen who ate the cattle of the Sun (Odysseus's imploring them not 

to put in at that shore and then making them swear an oath not to touch 

the cattle was insufficient warning), to the suitors themselves (self-defense 
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forced them to plot Telemachus's murder), Benardete tries radical readings 

on for size, None should perhaps be taken as his final word, but the inter

pretive license can be breathtaking: angry at the crew for opening the bag 

of winds, Odysseus puts in at the harbor of the Laestrygonians and loses 

his men on purpose. 

The issue of Odysseus's injustice is set up as a contrast between jus

tice and necessity: getting rid of Ithaca's disaffected princes is politically 

necessary to secure the throne for Telemachus, Odysseus's self-righteous 

anger may render him incapable of distinguishing when he is acting out 

of Machiavellian expediency and when he is exacting justice, The 

Cyclops's cave exemplifies the problem in microcosm. After Polyphemus 
has eaten two of his men, Odysseus's first thought is to draw sword and 

run him through. Then he realizes that they would all be trapped in the 
cave, unable to move the huge stone blocking the entrance, They need 

Polyphemus alive to remove it; hence the plan of blinding him. For 

Benardete, the heroic but vain act of killing the Cyclops while trapping 
oneself in the cave would have been justice. When the practical question 

of escape comes to the fore, necessity overwhelms justice, The blinding is 

therefore technically non-just or even unjust, since it is administered in a 

spirit of selfish expediency. Odysseus's anger then reinterprets expedien

cy as justice, 

As with the Cyclops, so with the suitors: the political expediency 

which necessitates their removal effectually empties their punishment of 

justice. When the suitors see death staring them in the face, they make an 

eleventh-hour promise to pay back the property they have used up. Why, 
Benardete asks, could not Odysseus have accepted the suitors' promise? 

He knows one answer: because there is no means of holding the suitors 

to that promise, and they could just as easily return in force after they 

have been let off the hook. Practicality necessitates their deaths. For 

Benardete, nothing practical is allowed to interfere with justice, which 

must be perfect and spotless if it is to be justice at all. It is worth noting 

the narrowness of the choice he offers us. The only way Odysseus could 
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have fulfilled justice was to act in a naive, hopeful and self-wounding fash

ion. Similarly in the Cyclops's cave, the only course Benardete considers 

just was for Odysseus to cut off his nose to spite his face. These alterna

tives seem parodies of justice. Would not conventional justice prescribe 

that the Cyclops deserved death for his cannibalism but also concede that 

necessity allowed only a lesser sentence to be carried out? Benardete offers 

no argument other than an implicit one: maiming the Cyclops was too 

happily coincident with Odysseus's selfish interest for us to believe that 

the maiming in any way was just. That an action was motivated by selfish 

interest is a popular criterion for judging actions, but it is also a notori

ously broad criterion. Conventional justice has seldom proscribed one 

person's injuring another who threatens him, in order to defend his own 

life. Some stronger critique of Odysseus's violence against the Cyclops is 

surely needed before we can accept Benardete's conclusion. Likewise if the 

suitors do not deserve death (a big assumption), their own willfulness has 

nevertheless put them in a situation in which, for them to receive any pun

ishment at all, the punishment must be death. Their crime has only two 

possible rewards: death or ruling Ithaca. Surely the latter is the less just of 

the two alternatives. 

The Bow and the Lyre at various points suggests the alternative punish

ments of a beating for the suitors and a "stinging rebuke" for the disloy

al slaves. But it is unclear on whar grounds Benardete could ever argue in 

favor of inflicting punitive justice on another human being. His Homer, 

looking on from a "perspective beyond justice," does not condone the 

anger of Odysseus but rather, in the title sentence of the book, distin

guishes the bow from the lyre, i.e. the life of action from the life of obser

vation and thought. There is something too easy about making the theo

retical life the only just life if said justice is achieved only because the the

oretical man does not have to act in the world. To cite a Platonic exam

ple: when the Thirty tyrants tried to deputize Socrates to help round up 

Leon of Salamis for what was to be an extrajudicial killing, Socrates 

"justly" did not obey. Instead, he went home. He did not warn Leon, he 
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did not try to restrain his fellow deputies, he did not raise a rebellion in 

the streets. Justice conventionally understood would have required a more 

fUll-blooded action, If this is the way in which the Homeric perspective 

is beyond justice and injUstice, then no man of action, no Odysseus, can 

ever be righteous. Why then does Benardete recur constantly to justice, 

particularly justice with an impossibly high standard? What he must mean 

is that Homer deprecates punishments such as the slaughter of the suit

ors, the hanging of the slave girls, and the dismemberment of Melanthius 

without reference to their justice. Homer would deprecate the bloodshed 

because it is inhumane, and Benardete would have moved to a standard 

different from justice, a standard such as "humanity" (the term he used 

to describe Odysseus' knowledge of mortality). 

Penelope and Odysseus's failure to achieve intimacy is a crucial inter

pretation which clarifies Benardete's assumptions. Why are husband and 

wife so distrustfUl that they must test each another instead of falling into 

one another's arms? Benardete signals that he knows but is unimpressed 

by Penelope's reason for testing Odysseus, She has long feared that an 

impostor might deceive her into giving hersel£ only to find that she has 

been hopelessly compromised. As Benardete also points out, Penelope's 

erotic longing is so powerful that she mistrusts her own strength to resist 

seduction, and she has thrown up high walls to guard against its ever hap

pening, even while she simultaneously uses sexual charm to gain time for 

Telemachus, a beautifUl example of love allied to intelligence, For 

Benardete, however, caution and prudence imply the absence of love. Just 

as practical necessity compromises justice irretrievably, so mind hardens 

heart. The same assumption underlies both pairs, justice/ necessity and 

love/ prudence, since Benardete characterizes the expediency which drives 

out the blind emotional wish for justice as the insight of cold calculation. 

Mind and heart seem simply incompatible. Here again, the strictness of 

the dichotomy which Benardete brings to the text makes it unclear how 

Penelope and Odysseus could ever have fUlfilled his high standard of 

emotional love except by becoming mindless. Readers who had thought 
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that the Odyssey taught how to love wisely will find no Jane Austen in this 

pantheon. As should be clear, Benardete deprecates choosing a heartless 

mind. What prevents Odysseus from being dehumanized by Circe, who 

like Calypso wishes to keep him, is his heart or manliness, a strength of 

soul "that can be lost or diminished regardless of knowledge" and which 

responds to the call of justice when she offers him food and drink before 
his comrades have been set free. 

The theme most difficult to assess is the withdrawal of the gods &om 

contact with man at the close of the age of heroes. Teiresias prophesies 

that Odysseus must undertake a second journey to carry Poseidon's fame 

so far inland that the people he meets will mistake an oar for a winnow

ing fan, i.e. he must act as missionary to people who have never heard of 

the sea nor of its patron deity. His mission symbolizes a new religious 

dispensation which will obtain not only between Poseidon and landsmen 

·but between god and man everywhere: the aloofness of the gods will 

inevitably give rise to misunderstanding and the need for intermediaries. 
Ignorance, superstition and dependence upon priestcraft will characterize 

the new age. Benardete compares it variously to quasi-Biblical prophet

hood, to the pity and fear of Greek tragedy, and to Plato's Cave. The 
moral aspect of this religiosity implicates the guest-host relationship: 

kindness toward strangers and beggars will no longer arise out of gen

erosity but out of fear that a beggar may prove to be a god in disguise. 

Mistaken identity, the mistaking of a somebody for a nobody, is the crime 

of the suitors when Odysseus comes disguised as a beggar. Their punish

ment can only be proportional to their crime if they have, in fact, insult

ed a god in disguise. For Benardete, this is a morality of "entrapment;' 

characteristic of the human type who will flourish in the new regime: 

slaves elevated beyond their desert such as the swineherd Eumaeus who 
resents Melanthius's insults and the extra labor the suitors imposed upon 

him and who takes out his resentment on Melanthius by helping to dis
member him Homer's frequent direct address of Eumaeus would other

wise be odd if it did not signifY that he is the addressee of the Odyssey and 
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the low type who will hereafter interpret the poem as the vindication of 

justice, 

In this reconstruction of Homer's rhetorical project, Benardete is ret

icent about the intended reception of the poem among other categories 

of its audience. Since an age of heroes is always perceived as pre-existing 

whatever age one happens to be in, it follows that Homer is not ushering 

in a new age but fabricating a mythical transition to explain how his audi

ence arrived in its current, unheroic age. His audience will enter a new age 

only to the extent that this new explanation succeeds in bringing about a 

revolution in their thought, For Benardete, the majority of us, like the 

swineherd, are intended to misconstrue even this new lie about how the 

heroic age ended, and to be confirmed in our low morality: one wonders 

to what good end. Presumably the grandeur as well as the shortcomings 

of Homer's Olympians will give students of nature a hand up toward 

appreciating the grandeur of the cosmos and man's place in it Would a 

third category of Homer's audience have been intended to ennoble them

selves by taking, however ignorantly, Penelope and Odysseus (and 

Achilles) as paradigms for their own morality, or is the revolution intend

ed to eradicate the last vestiges of heroism? 

The contribution of The Bow and the Lyre is to have opened up a vista 

on Homer's story, and the book constantly forces engagement with the 

original, The strong reactions it provokes serve to lay bare the assump

tions which each of us brings to the text. Though the reader may disagree 

with the relative weight assigned to certain premises, the awareness of 

alternative possibilities is always present in the book. Readers who strike 
-out on their own will tend to meet Benard ere coming back from wherev

er they were headed.-
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