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narratives of immediate relevance to the 
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and the community. The Managing Editor for 
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Symposium offers the opportunity for our 
readers to thoughtfully consider contrasting 
opinions regarding a particular topic. The 
Managing Editor for Symposium is Luke Briner. 
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Polis serves as a platform for elevating voices 
in our community. Here we find letters to 
the editor, columns, cartoons, and submitted 
pieces. The Managing Editor for Polis is Daniel 
Nathan. His email is djnathan@sjc.edu. 
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Photo of Isa Kiedrowski at the Reform Party 

Convention,  taken by Meliha Anthony

From the Editor’s Desk:
Dear Polity,

This is my last issue as editor-in-chief of the Gadfly, Daniel Nathan 
(djnathan@sjc.edu) will be taking over after me. It's been a pleasure 
to read, discuss, and arrange the talented work many of you have 
contributed to the paper during my tenure. My favorite memories 
are the ones were something published in the Gadfly led to a discus-
sion outside of it, or when a student with something to say came in-
quiring about the Gadfly with the happy hope that there was a place 
for them to say it. I have also especially appreciated the contributions 
made by Tutors and administrators; it's good when a campus paper 
is more than just its students.

I'm sorry that releases haven't been as consistent as I hoped they 
would be, and I'm also sorry about the inconsistency of certain 
features of the paper. I would have liked it if there could have been 
a song or movie review in every issue, a tutor spotlight at least every 
other, a consistent listing of the many wonderful lectures related to 
what students are reading at the moment, and a much busier use 
of the 'Polity Communications' page. I'm sure you all have your 
own wishes too. In parting, I'd like to suggest that you puruse them 
through the Gadfly with verve and vigor--stay robust and question-
ing, keep the paper from becoming lazy, and remind it by your own 
efforts whenever it is. 

Sincerely,
Craig Koch
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Polity Communications

Letter from a Concerned Polity Member
Dear All Concerned Members of the Polity,

As many of you know, Campbell Hall is set to be remodeled this coming 
year. Truly and honestly, I’m happy for the future freshmen who will get to 
enjoy these sparkling new facilities. Now, I am a great supporter of the college; 
I think what we do here is contrarian and classical and liberal arts and St. John’s 
and maybe even Great Books. But I think we, as a collective polity, should 
take a moment and ask ourselves: Are these the changes we want to make? 
This college is representative of tradition, of the great learning of old (est. 
1696 1784 1937). What traditions will remain for us after such renovations? 
What mice will scratch in the walls? What fire hazards will remain? What 
Civil War ghosts will be accidentally summoned on 8/18/2027 at 2 a.m. to 
the third floor bathroom in a ritual between five Febbies, a copy of Euclid, 
and a knife? Let me tell you: none. 

They shall gut these halls and they shall gut us too! This education is not 
just about what happens in the classroom, what happens in the books, what 
happens in the Great Hall; it’s about what happens in the dorms, in the dining 
hall, in the bathtub rooms. Those are the places we weep and bleed together, 
those are the places where we educate the entire person. If we allow ourselves 
the luxury of renovated dorms, we shall become like Thucydides’s Persians 
without the desert: soft, weak, unable to maintain our empire against the 
seafarers next door. To suffer through a freshman dorm is to grow one’s soul 
to face the challenges ahead: Junior lab, Senior math, the acute urge to go to 
the University of Chicago. If we let these renovations occur, freshmen will 
grow up with proper heating, functional windows, equal access, no mold in 
the walls. They will live like human beings! You know where I had to live my 
freshman year? Santa Fe.

Boycott the Campbell renovations (and Mellon too).
In your best interests,
Bennett Scott (B.S.)
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Like most Johnnies, I had never 
given much thought to Anne Arundel 
Community College (AACC), our 
neighbor in Arnold. Certainly, I knew 
it existed, I had passed through it on 
the bus to Baltimore many times, but 
I never gave it any particular thought.

That is, until Mr. Haflidson, who 
was my seminar tutor my Freshman 
year, reached out to me about 
covering a partnership between St. 
John’s and AACC funded by a grant 
from National Endowment for the 
Humanities, or NEH, that had been 
going on since 2019. He told me that 
there would be two seminars hosted 
for students from both colleges, to 
bring together AACC students who 
already had experience with liberal arts 
seminars through the program at their 
school with Johnnies.

This intrigued me, since I have 
often been concerned by the way that 
St. John’s creates a barrier to a great 
books education that is inherent in 
the  structure of a private, expensive 
liberal arts school, and the idea that 
the college has been participating 
in a program looking to expand the 
reach of this style of education in our 
own Annapolis community was quite 
exciting. I knew I had to attend one of 
these seminars, and share as much as 
I could about the program while also 
learning from the other attendees.

A little bit of snooping, and a few 
recommendations from Mr. Haflidson, 
pointed me in the right direction, 
and I began to trace the story of this 
program. In 2019, our Associate 
Dean for Graduate Programs, Emily 
Langston, and the Dean of AACC’s 
school for Liberal Arts, got together 
and applied for an NEH grant, and 
received $100,000 over the course of 

three years. “The seminar came about 
because I and others read a piece in 
Inside Higher Ed that drew attention 
to the possibility of NEH grants for 
collaborations between community 
colleges and four-year institutions,” 
explained Langston. “St. John’s already 
had some connections to AACC, 
primarily through alumni teaching 
there. I asked a recent GI graduate 
who was teaching there to introduce 
me to the Dean of Liberal Arts,  Dr. 
Alicia Morse.  She and I started a 
conversation and it quickly became 
clear that interest in developing 
a closer relationship between our 
two institutions was strong on both 
sides – so the two of us got to work 
on developing the program and 
applying for the grant.” The money 
went towards bringing faculty from 
AACC to St. John’s for three two-
week summer sessions to participate 
in seminars and learn from Johnnie 
faculty about how our program works. 
After this, the AACC faculty would  
return  to teach great books versions 
of their classes, creating a small great 
books program embedded within the 
community college. The program was 
called BLAST, or Bridge to the Liberal 
Arts through Primary Source Texts, 
and also provided AACC students 
a tuition discount of $4,000 a year if 
they wanted to transfer to St. John’s.

Erica Beall, a tutor at St. John’s 
who participated in these trainings, 
explained how the program works 
at AACC. “AACC faculty who 
participate in the grant use their 
experience in the joint seminars with 
tutors to develop great books seminar-
based versions of the classes that they 
teach, most of them in the humanities, 
as a kind of miniature great books 

program embedded in the AACC 
degree program. Students who take 
these classes receive the same credit 
for those courses that they would for 
those same courses offered in a more 
traditional format (generally lecture-
based, or a combination of lectures, 
discussions, and group work).”

At the seminar I attended, which 
was on the short story Love by Clarice 
Lispector, I got to meet many of 
the students who’ve had a chance to 
participate in these courses, almost all 
of whom were very enthusiastic about 
participating in a great books seminar. 
Once the seminar took off, the AACC 
students displayed a  Johnnie-like 
energy in their discussion. Margaret 
Kirby, a tutor at St. John’s who led 
one of these seminars and participated 
in the summer sessions, noted this as 
well. “I often didn’t know whether the 
student who was speaking was a St. 
John’s or an AACC student.”

This kind of commonality, the 
bond formed by meeting other 
students of the liberal arts in a great 
books program, was truly something 
special, and it was quite exciting to 
see it shared with another college 
in the Annapolis community. Beall 
explained that in many ways building 
this connection is groundbreaking. 
“The aim here was to make a robust 
liberal arts program available in the 
setting of a community college, which 
is in some ways a really revolutionary 
idea… Our understanding of liberal 
education is that it's for all human 
beings, so we're rejecting the notion 
that certain students and certain 
institutions simply can't engage in the 
kind of intellectual activity that we 
do at St. John's. Instead, there are two 
basic assumptions behind the NEH 

Linking Communities of Learning
{campus life}

BLAST Provides Seminars, Connections between Anne Arundel Community College and SJC
by El'ad Nichols-Kaufman
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grant: first, that there are community 
college students who would want 
exactly the kind of learning we do at 
St. John's, if made available to them; 
second, that there is nothing about 
the community college setting that is 
inherently incompatible with learning 
through discussion of great texts. 
Thus far, the results at AACC would 
suggest that our assumptions were well 
grounded.”

The program is ending this year, 

but it has left an infrastructure of 
great books education at AACC, 
and the beginning of a closer 
relationship between the colleges. “I 
hope we can foster the connection 
that’s been established between our 
two campuses,” said Kirby. “The 
AACC BLAST faculty have been 
wonderful collocutors in our summer 
seminars... I’d like to see whether we 
could sponsor further seminars or 
study groups involving students from 

the two campuses. The St. John’s 
students who participated made 
the AACC students feel welcome 
and contributed enormously to the 
success of the seminars and the visits 
as a whole. I thought our students 
created an atmosphere and set a tone 
that made it easy for us all to work 
together fruitfully. It’s easy to become 
a bit insular, and this kind of activity 
reminds us that we’re part of a larger 
land.” 

Untitled, Clarice Lispector
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DN: The club is called How To Lose 
Your Mind: A comprehensive guide to 
narrative insanity. What exactly…is it 
that you do at the club?

KG & OH: We do a warm up of 
writing and Taylor Swift. When the 
chanting starts, the words move like 
the thick molasses flood of 1919.

DN: Is narrative insanity the 
objective of the club or is it just an 
accidental by-product of what y’all do?

KG & OH: Absolutely objective. 
Don’t know if we’ve gotten there 
vector orange left.

DN: How many members/regular 
participants does the club have? 

KG & OH: Owen and I are there, 
mostly.

DN: Would you like more people 

to show up for meetings? If so, what 
will you threaten if attendance does 
not increase?

KG & OH: Neutral on new 
members. However, we have very 
strong ties with the administration, so 
disenablement is on the table.

DN: What do you hope people will 
get out of their experience at How To 
Lose Your Mind? Corollary: What 
are you getting out of your experience 
thus far? 

KG & OH: We want them to feel 
purity moving through their heart, 
once again like the great molasses 
flood of 1919. I’ve been getting a lot of 
information about the great molasses 
flood of 1919; we think it's both the 
solution and the problem of our 
current times.

DN: When and where do y’all 
meet? How can people get involved if 
they are interested?

KG & OH: Mellon 212, 
Wednesdays 7:30. Unless the weather 
is bad or either of us have an essay due, 
or we are not there.

DN: In your heart of hearts, 
when all is said and done, and the 
encumbering trappings of alienation 
and modern life are torn away, when 
the world has ended but life still goes 
on, when the birds cease to chirp, and 
all that you’ve got left to prove you’re 
truly alive is the steady beeping of the 
heart monitor: Are ya having fun?

KG & OH: We find this question 
offensive and unnecessary.

How to Lose your Mind
{Club Spotlight}

An Interview with Kai Gyorki (A25) and Owen Healy (A25)
by Daniel Nathan '24
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bee pheromones. After a male bee 
arrives, drawn in by the pheromones, 
the triungulins cling on to him until 
he finds an actual mate, at which point 
they climb onto the female bee and 
follow her back to her nest. The larvae 
then feed on the bee’s eggs and honey, 
becoming progressively less mobile 
with each molt until they finally 
become active — if still clumsy — 

beetles. Adult beetles feed solely 
on plant matter.

A few days after I first spotted 
the Meloe specimen on the 
sidewalk, I saw her again, this 
time with dangerous hemolymph 
oozing out of her joints: she had 
been crushed, probably just by 
someone passing by. Thus ended 
the life of the first oil beetle I 
ever saw in person — her refined 
defenses sadly no match for a 
human boot.

 
Sources:
https://bugguide.net/node/

view/303
https://bugguide.net/node/

view/181
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.

org/item/105984
Insect Biodiversity: Science and 

Society, Volume 1 by Robert G. Foottit 
and Peter H. Adler

https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/compound/Cantharidin

http://digital.outdoornebraska.
gov/nebraskaland-magazine/don-t-
mess-with-oil-beetles  

ht tp s : / / b u g g u i d e . n e t / n o d e /
view/149682

Shortly before the first frost of 
the season, I was headed towards the 
boathouse when I spotted a large 
beetle meandering across the sidewalk. 
It was an odd-looking bug, with its 
thorax and head tiny compared to 
its bulbous abdomen — the strange 
proportions paired with its undersized 
elytra made it look as if its bottom 
half had accidentally overgrown 
the rest of its exoskeleton. It was, 
however, a beautiful incandescent 
black, and its bumpy antennae were 
moniliform, resembling strings of 
beads. I recognized it immediately 
as a blister beetle (a member of the 
family Meloidae), specifically an oil 
beetle (of the genus Meloe), and thus 
resisted my eternal desire to pick 
her up. (Because of the specimen’s 
large size and the uniformity of 
its antennae segments, it was most 
likely a female — males are typically 
smaller in size and have a distinctive 
“C” shape partway down each 
antenna.)

Meloe is one of the best-studied 
genera within Meloidae, but even 
so specific information on the 
differences between species within 
the genus is hard to come by. Clearly, 
however, though these beetles lack 
hind wings and have small elytra 
that overlap at the base, they are far 
from defenseless. They can secrete 
hemolymph containing cantharidin, 
a chemical which can cause serious 
damage to tissues it contacts. Humans 
can die from consuming a dose of 
less than 5 mg/kg, earning it a “super 
toxic” classification by the EPA. 
(Animals are at risk, too, particularly 
farm animals that might accidentally 
consume whole beetles in their feed.) 
Cantharidin has historically been 

used not just as a poison but also as a 
purported aphrodisiac. Though there 
is no evidence that the chemical works 
in that manner for humans, males of 
some other beetle species will consume 
it after being secreted by blister 
beetles; the cantharidin transfers to 
the female during copulation, and the 
eggs she lays will thus be coated in it 
for protection.

While defense mechanisms like these 
are certainly oil beetles’ main claim to 
fame, this genus also possesses many 
other fascinating features throughout 
their lifecycle. Most notably, these 
beetles are hypermetamorphic — they 
go through more distinct stages in 
their metamorphosis than the usual 
complete metamorphosis. While the 
larval instars of other beetles might 
differ mostly because of their sizes, 
larvae of Meloe species are markedly 
different between instars. In their first 
instar, they are known as triungulins; 
they are quick-moving and capable of 
secreting chemicals that mimic female 

Blister [beetle]? I hardly know her [beetle]!
{the entomology beat[le]}

by Louis Rosenberg
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of past or future to shatter its completeness, possesses 
itself intact forever” (III.7.5). “To the notion of a Life…
all-comprehensive,” he tells us, “add that it never spends 
itself, and we have the statement of a Life instantaneously 
infinite” (ibid). As ceaseless perpetuity in the realm of Time 
produces an infinite set of infinitely small yet disparate 
moments, Eternity, contrarily, sums all of those moments in 
one fell swoop, resolving the entire indeterminate infinity, 
and everything that could possibly be contained therein, 
into one immutable, indissoluble Whole. Eternity is the ∫ 
of the All.

Having its identity in the “archetypal world” (V.1.4) of 
Authentic Being, Eternity is held in “the true Golden Age, 
age of Kronos…the place of every soul” (ibid), of which 
Time is nothing but an imitation. I understand “the place 
of every soul” here as denoting that world as the supreme 
télos of all things which find themselves here below. There, 
and only There, may the true Repose which my heart yearns 
for so desperately reside. Only There may the Tantalean 
struggle born of a shattered, degenerate life at last melt 
away into the all-embracing Love that I can’t help but feel is 
where we’ve come from and where we must at last return to. 

But if Eternity is the “Repose-There” (III.7.2), then how 
did we get here, to this reposeless, Time-afflicted world? 
How did it come to be that Time, Eternity’s “representation 
in image” (III.7.1), proceeded from its Parent in the first 
place, and what is its nature having thus proceeded? 

Plotinus argues that we can’t define Time as movement, 
whether in the sense of a single definite movement or 
movement in general, since it “in either sense…takes place 
in Time” (III.7.8) and therefore can’t be Time’s essential 
characteristic. Nor can we accept the Aristotelian account 
of Time as a measure of movement (see Physics, IV.12), 
since this would require the measure of the measuring 
magnitude itself, “because only when the standard 
shows such an extension can the degree of movement be 
appraised” (III.7.9). This would lead to a situation in which 
movement is measured not by a definite magnitude but 
only by the abstract numerical value estimating it; but “it 
is difficult to see how an abstract figure can perform the 
act of measuring” (ibid). Further, even if such a figure 
could measure movement, it doesn’t get us any closer to a 
meaningful understanding of what Time actually is, since 
“no measurement by anything is necessary for its existence; 

I’ve been thinking recently about how the human 
condition prevents the fulfillment of human desire in any 
lasting way. When I withdraw into myself and look, I see at 
my very core a ceaseless, desperate, all-consuming yearning 
for something that does not and cannot exist in this life—
for a Wholeness, a Unity, a Perfection which the dust-
beladen crucible of a world that we inhabit, fettered as it is 
by the disunion of individual moments, couldn’t possibly 
allow for. I long ultimately for Beauty, but am only strung 
along from one instance of Beauty, one beautiful thing, to 
another, forever unsatisfied, if only because I know there’ll 
always be other beautiful things which this or that current 
one doesn’t already contain within itself. I long for Peace, 
but this life promises nothing but an endless and futile 
toil. Here, all strive for the same End and are set against 
each other in exactly that striving, with the very fact that 
this End is in reality unachievable being the guarantee 
of the perpetuation of that same struggle ad infinitum. 
Considering all of this, I’ve come to hold always before 
me the idea of some other, higher Life—one in which 
these unhappy limitations are transcended, and all is at 
last wrapped up in the perfect, loving Totality which alone 
could ever truly fulfill the soul. 

This Totality that I have in mind is the same one Plotinus 
does as he explains his view of Eternity in Ennead III.7. He 
understands Eternity not as a simple going-on without 
end, but rather as a perfectly self-concentrated Unity: a 
single, absolute Moment, an “Ever-Being” (III.7.4) which 
already encompasses within itself everything that can be 
encompassed. Mere perpetuity, or the indefinite going-
on of something, isn’t Eternity, since the very fact that in 
perpetuity a thing moves into something—the future—
from something else—the past—implies not Unity but 
only restless movement from one ephemerality to another. 
Such movement belongs to things of Becoming and not 
Being, since it necessarily involves a “continuous process 
of acquisition” (ibid), whereas to truly be “comports never 
lacking existence and never knowing variety in the mode 
of existence” (III.7.6). Being can never acquire anything 
because it never lacks anything, and, by virtue of its Unity, 
is “self-identical throughout, and…is one undistinguishable 
thing” (ibid). Eternity, then, as consubstantial with this 
Unified-Being, is “a life limitless in the full sense of being 
all the life there is and a life which, knowing nothing 

Luke Briner
On Time and Eternity
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measured or not, it has the full extent of its being” (III.7.10). 
The measurement of a thing by some arbitrary value has 
nothing to do with the essence of the thing in itself, and the 
thing would go on existing in the same way without such 
measurement. 

Time, rather than movement itself or the measure of that 
movement, is to Plotinus “the Life of the Soul in movement 
as it passes on from one stage of act or experience to 
another” (III.7.11). Before the emergence of Time, there 
was only the serene Eternity of Authentic Being, the Divine, 
reposing in its contemplation of The One from which it 
itself proceeded. But since “all existences, as long as they 
retain their character, produce…some necessary, outward-
facing hypostasis [metaphysical substance] continually 
attached to them and representing in image the engendering 
archetypes” (V.1.6), this Being, even in its own peace and 
upward-facing contemplation, had also within itself “an 
active principle…one set on governing itself and realizing 
itself ” (III.7.11). This principle, in its ambition, sprung 
forth from its Parent and became Soul, the third and final 

hypostasis. Soul, so self-differentiated, in its own turn had 
“an unquiet faculty, always desirous of translating elsewhere 
what it saw in the Authentic Realm, and it could not bear 
to retain within itself all the dense fullness of its possession” 
(ibid). In order to release this self-concentrated fullness, 
and in order to make for itself an external representation of 
that Realm, it created the universe that we currently inhabit, 
having “laid aside its eternity and clothed itself with Time” 
(ibid) to do so. In doing this, however, Soul lost its endemic 
Unity, and condemned itself forever after to a struggle to 
once again attain it, thus creating endless succession and 
action. Time, therefore, is simply the product of the Soul of 
the universe “seeking to draw Being to itself by a perpetual 
variety of production and action and…circling in a sort of 
ambition after Essential Existence” (III.7.4). 

 I share, as we all do and as the All does, in Time, and 
so also in its wistful, struggling nature. I can’t help but feel 
like I’m only a lost, scared child, bereft of my Mother and 
desperately trying to do anything that I think might help 
me get back to her. I don’t know if I ever will. But in any 
case, let me at least come to terms with my own longing—
let me, if the God-shaped hole inside of me will never be 
filled, at least work out its dimensions, and recognize at last 
that if there was ever anything that could fill it, it would be 
in Eternity. 

By the Waters of Bablyon, Arthur Hacker

"Time" Luke Briner

Unhappy moment when became all moments disparate,
We since then damned to termless toil, bereft of native Whole, 
The consequence of that most tragic act of primal Soul,
Whose extern appetite produced new world degenerate. 
O Dido of more Cosmic enterprise, All-claiming Queen
Who sallied from Eternity, endeav’ring to impose
In lower Sphere similitude to that supreme Repose,
Thus spawning Time, coeval with the Universal scene, 
Yet now a conqueress no more but exile self-imposed, 
Who in perpetual Disunity is kept enclosed
And sits despondent by that restless stream of her design:
Dear Mother, let me sit beside you there; don’t scorn my love; 
And if you find a way to make return to Rest above, 
Give me the grace to rise then with you, your hand holding mine.
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Dearest —— ,

Given the time that’s elapsed between our parting, 
my intent in writing to you isn’t even clear to myself. In 
advance, I only ask your forgiveness for the clumsiness of 
my language, and for my reliance on my own temporality as 
the unit of my emotional experience. 

Knowing how to make these new beginnings is always 
difficult, especially since no beginning is ever truly new, 
and the person I feel myself to be now is probably just 
the compounded clutter of failed epiphanies and dusty 
revelations. Even now, I’ve already begun to speak in 
words that you probably don’t understand. What do you 
know of beginnings? What do you know of endings? Do 
you understand how nails grow and hearts break from the 
pressure of closeness? These are the afflictions of temporal 
beings, not infinite ones. But nevertheless, I don’t know 
any other words to use: the certainty of my own beginning 
and ending prevents you and me from ever entirely 
speaking in the same terms. You know this is the fault of 
my communication, and always has been: that I don’t know 
how to speak straight-up and in ways you’d understand. 
Why? Because I have no choice but to fear the closeness of 
communication, the true nakedness it requires. Nakedness 
has always scared me, even though I pretend it doesn’t. 
And why shouldn’t it? It’s the first thing we lost when we 
gained time. When something’s lost, I really don’t think 
that it can be recovered in the same way. That’s probably 
why we started calling nakedness “vulnerability,” and why 
we say vulnerability when really we just mean love, plain 
and simple.

A thought about love: Now and then I spend my nights 
recalling my final moments of infinity before I was born—
really, I’m just trying to grab onto something that I could 
recognize in this temporal form I now hold. It has occurred 
to me that love might be a holdover from the before-times, 
even though the only “truths” I know about love are what 
I’ve read in college, and even these various descriptions 
don’t seem to cohere into a singular idea or experience. I am 
frustrated that Socrates told me that philosophy is an erotic 
ascent (towards what?) because I am a twenty-year-old 
man, and everyone telling me that book-reading is erotic 
has either forgotten what it feels like to be held, or they’re 
barking up the wrong tree. “I’m not putting all my eggs in 
one basket,” a friend told me yesterday in a conversation 

Dolan Polglaze
An Open Letter to Infinity 

about his lover, and that struck me as good advice. But 
these promoters of erotic philosophy keep demanding 
I put all my eggs in one basket—their basket—and I’m 
really getting sick of it! I know that you understand love 
better than I ever did, and I burn up in that thought. 
You have the advantage of being infinite, and I have the 
advantage of dying one day, which, although a meaningful 
fate, still offers me no clarity on love.

It seems this has become a letter on my feelings about 
love. That wasn’t my intent. In many ways, though, it 
makes sense, since love and time are born of the same 
mother. You, infinity, are that mother. And the father 
too, probably. Perhaps I’m wrong to assume you know 
nothing of temporal existence, but if I am wrong, I’m 
wrong in the same way a child is wrong in assuming 
his parents cannot understand him, even though both 
originator and offspring are made of the same stuff. And 
if you and I are irreconcilable to each other, truthfully, I 
know that it is not because of lack of sight on your end, 
but because of the simple fact that I cannot, for the life 
of me, remember what happened before I was born. I am 
a being born entirely of my beginning, a being defined 
constantly by the flicker of my walking shadow. This is 
not an excuse for my clumsiness in trying to reach you 
all these years—I only mean to tell you that I have never 
given up hope of trying to reach you again, despite the 
infinite déroulement between me and you. How could 
I give up? Even when estranged, a child’s desire to find 
belonging in their parent is never fully extinguished. I 
seek you—we seek you—not from a desire to cast our 
minds forever into the darkness which springs from 
separation, but rather from the impulse of our contrary 
being. I will never understand why we cling to the things 
that are so opposite our existence, those things which we 
can never really hold. I cannot hold you, my friend, even 
though you are somewhere deep, deep within me. 

Perhaps I spoke too harshly earlier about love— it’s 
only that sometimes I feel angered by those who claim 
to have found you in philosophy. Sometimes I fleetingly 
glimpse you there, but mostly I find you in myself, and in 
the way that I don’t make any sense to myself. Pascal thinks 
my humanity is delicately caught between magnanimity 
and utter baseness, and that recognition of this fact will 
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lead me back to union with the Divine. But I don’t know if 
he’s right about this. Infinity, I am led to you—in the dark 
hours of the night and in the gallery halls—by the surging 
I feel in my breast when I think about how my ribcage, my 
teeth, and my skin are products of some infinite voice at 
the beginning of time. Then how can I not love you when 
such is my origin! I feel rapture at this thought. Rapture 
and rejoicing at my finitude which has the courage to write 
you this letter, even now. 

You have done me a great kindness in keeping me 
suspended between finitude and yourself. It is in this 
distance that I think love is born. I see it between human 
beings too—we fall in love with each because we see, in 
the other, the longing for the infinity that each contains. 
Sometimes there is sorrow in this tension, but mostly there 
is beauty. 

I fear that this letter has become more for my own sake 
than for yours, so I will leave it here, for now. I will write to 
you again, maybe in a decade. 

Yours always,
——— . 

Pair-Case automation watch, Peter Mounier

Time, Enea Vico

Casement to Infinity, Arthur Hacker
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Hey! You! Yes, you, the one with three half-finished non-
Program books on your nightstand. Or you, reading poetry 
in the lunch line. You, there, with headphones in for the 
two-minute walk between Humphreys and the dining hall. 
You, watching YouTube on your phone while you brush 
your teeth. Even you, solving differential equations in your 
free time. Whoever you may be, I have a request. It’s quite a 
simple one, really. Only this: STOP THINKING. 

Easier said than done! you tell me, and I would agree. 
How often do you even allow yourself silence? How long 
can you go without doing something, making something, 
intaking some sort of information, before you feel guilty and 
unproductive? (And while we’re at it, why is unproductive a 
dirty word?) It seems, especially in an intellectually rigorous 
community like our own, that we must always be using 
or improving our brains. Philosophy, concentration, and 
conversation are the highest of virtues, while lollygagging, 
daydreaming, and general lying around are deadly sins. But 
I believe it’s important, maybe even vital, to rest our minds. 
Just like a physical workout, a mental workout requires 
resting time in order to be effective. And that’s what we 
are doing in the Program—hardcore intellectual crossfit. 
We can only spend so many hours in a row cogitating the 
definition of life. Giving our maximum concentration 
to Leibniz for an entire afternoon at 49 West will burn 
us out if we don’t stop to order a cup of tomato soup and 
look out the window for a few minutes. The other day, a 
friend told me that she’d read 90 pages of Augustine in one 
sitting. I opened my mouth to congratulate her on a fruitful 
study session, but she went on to say, “It felt wrong. I don’t 
think you should read that much at once of something 
so meditative.” I realized she was right. A book like the 
Confessions is so contemplative and rich that it must be 
taken in small doses if we really want to get something 
out of it. We are working our brains so hard most of the 
time that we often don’t seem to realize this: just because 
we aren’t physically fatigued doesn’t mean we don’t need a 
break.

By “break,” though, I don’t just mean picking up a novel 
for the afternoon, solving a crossword puzzle, calling a 
friend, listening to a poetry podcast, watching TV, or playing 

sudoku on your phone between Greek exercises. These 
things are wonderful, and much of our free time ought to 
be dedicated to such lighthearted activities. But they are still 
activities. There must also be moments when we’re simply 
doing nothing. How often do you lay on your bed and stare 
at the ceiling? Not enough, I’d venture. Cognitive rest can 
be just as important as sleep: when you do something that 
doesn’t require full mental attention (like staring at the 
ceiling), your brain’s Default Mode Network (DMN) is 
active. The DMN is associated with introspection, memory 
processing, and even creativity—if you’ve ever thought of 
a solution to a problem seemingly out of the blue, or been 
struck with inspiration while zoning out in the shower, that 
was probably your DMN at work. It’s not good for you to 
strive for total concentration all the time; this part of your 
brain does its job best when you are daydreaming. 

We also must remember that we cannot fill an overfull 
mind. When I was younger, my piano teacher used to stop 
lessons early when she thought she had given the class 
enough information. “The cup is full now,” she’d say, “and 
we don’t want it overflowing.” She knew that our brains 
could only process so much new material before it started 
falling out of our ears. Our minds are like sponges in this 
sense: if oversaturated, they will not accept anything more. 
We need time to internalize knowledge with the help of 
the DMN (which also handles information storage). This 
is why we need mental downtime. Erwin Straus writes in 
“The Upright Posture,” “Indeed, only the empty hand, like 
the beggar’s hand, can receive. Emptiness is the condition 
by which our hands can be filled.”1 Perhaps the mind is 
similar: it must be empty in order to be filled.

This summer, excited to make the most of my free and 
empty days, I read too many novels in too short a time 
and suddenly found myself sick of reading. All I wanted 
to do was lay in the sun with my eyes closed. “I’m tired 
of thinking,” I remember saying to myself. I realized then 
that I could not always be consuming information—even 
literature, even for fun—if I never gave myself time to zone 
out. Words become worthless if gobbled up for their own 
1 Erwin W. Straus, translated by Erling Eng, “The Upright Posture,” 
Phenomenological Psychology, SJC Freshman Lab Manual 2022.

Helen Wagner

A Call to Idleness, or 
Nihil Facere Aude
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sake—it must be some form of literary gluttony. I’d had 
an overdose of reading, and I had to remedy it. I learned 
that even little things like eating a meal in silence, taking a 
trip without bringing a book, splashing into a cold lake and 
suddenly laughing—these are good medicine for too much 
thinking. You must remember that you can float on your 
back in a swimming pool without having any particularly 
edifying purpose other than cooling off and watching the 
clouds. You can walk in silence without your headphones. 
You can lay stretched on the couch staring into the fireplace 
for two hours after dinner, achieving absolutely nothing at 
all, not even finishing your book. 

Walt Whitman expresses this soothing of intellectual 
fatigue in one of my favorite poems, “When I Heard the 
Learn’d Astronomer.” 

When I heard the learn’d astronomer,
When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns 

before me,
When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, 

divide, and measure them,
When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured 

with much applause in the lecture-room,
How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick,
Till rising and gliding out I wander’d off by myself,
In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time,
Look’d up in perfect silence at the stars.2

How soon, unaccountable, we become tired and sick! 
How weary we sometimes grow of contemplation! Let us 
follow Whitman’s quiet footsteps into the stillness. Let us 
rest our minds.

As I write this, the new year approaches. Resolutions 
accumulate in well-intentioned piles in the corners of my 
mind. Promises of fresh starts and  renewed productivity 
beckon alluringly from my blank calendar. New lists of 
goals and dreams spiral out of my ears. 

But I pause for a moment to ask this question: will I give 
myself space to breathe this year? I ask you the same thing. 
Will you continue working your mind, filling it with books 
and movies and conversation? Or will you stop thinking for 
a moment? Will you dare to do nothing?

Let your mind marinate. Vegetate. Roam. Space out. 
Leave room for boredom. Stare through a window. Take a 
solitary walk. Sit for a while and be a living being. Nothing 
more.

2 Walt Whitman, “When I Heard the Learn'd Astronomer,” Poetry Foun-
dation, accessed December 8, 2022, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/
poems/45479/when-i-heard-the-learnd-astronomer.

"Recovering from Ontology," Helen Wagner

I am wracked with words, 
whispering wraiths and shades 
that jibber
Being
into emptiness.
Substance, Material, Potential, Form
flit to and fro; 
Entelechy tumbles past and dissolves into pieces
against Death’s windshield.
Actuality and Potentiality 
—locked in carnal embrace—
pay me no mind, 
while Existence gives Essence a wily glance
and darts away, 
scattering like dust in the late afternoon sun 
which pours 
through Reality’s kitchen window.
The Immaterial thumbs her nose at Matter and flounces off
into thin air, 
leaving me
 (a thinking body)
nauseous and reeling
with ontological vertigo
until I step outside, 
blinking, 
on a winter afternoon.

I feel cold snap at ears and nose, 

watch sun on cobblestones, 

walk into the wind, 

and steady myself 
with the touch 
of the living world. 
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Hedda Gabler is a difficult character to play. 
Hedda is a clever young woman recently married to 

a bumbling academic. She is disgusted with her new 
situation in life. The source of her strife is some cocktail 
of money problems, ennui, and domestic claustrophobia. 
Most of all, Hedda’s circle of associates is akin to a 
psychological isolation chamber. None of her fellows—
three male consorts and a frenemy from her school days—
understand her.

This “angel in the house” wants to burn it all down. 
It’s easy to write Hedda off as either a malignant person 

or a victim of her circumstances. She is, of course, both. 
How do we understand people who respond to their 
sufferings by carrying out horrific acts? To what extent 
should we condemn them? Hedda Gabler reignites age-
old questions about justice and mercy, gussied-up for 
Ibsen’s Victorian audience with the portrait of a lioness 
strangled in whalebone. (If you, reader, have any insight 
into these matters, I exhort you to flag me down on the 
quad and share your remarks.)

Sophomore Magnolia Vandiver’s Hedda was equal 
parts cutesy and sinister—wiggling her eyebrows, 
nuzzling her companions with about as much warmth 
as a boa constrictor, beholding the destruction she has 
engineered with a prim upturned pucker. At one point, 
she let out an abrupt chuckle at an unnaturally insistent 
octave. Imagine a church bell co-opted by gremlins. 
The hair on the backs of my arms stood up. Vandiver’s 
performance called to mind that unfortunate subgenre 
of horror films in which porcelain dolls come to life and 
chop their owners into bits. 

My favorite scenes of the production were ones in 
which Hedda toyed with meek Thea Elvsted, played by 
freshman Quinlyn Bright. Their dynamic was right out of 
any Animal Planet documentary detailing confrontations 
between predators and prey. Especially effective was 
Vandiver’s and Bright’s deployment of touch. As Vandiver 
snaked her arms around Bright’s back and curled her 
hands in Bright’s hair, the energy in the room tensed in 
anticipation of what could become the consummation of 
either a seduction or a hunt. My only request for Bright: 
speak up! There were a few times when I couldn’t quite 

catch what she was saying. 
Director Alayna Raymond (senior) clearly knows 

her audience. Play-goers could not help but notice 
the resemblance between Hedda and other conniving 
antiheroines in the Program who elicit sympathy but 
spurn redemption (read: Medea, Clytemnestra, Lady 
Macbeth). At this school, moreover, the caricature of the 
muddled scholar is comedic catnip; the character Jörgen 
Tessman, played by Mirek Jungr, did not fail to provide. I 
wish I had started a count of his huffs and guffaws while 
I was watching the play. I never knew there were so many 
ways for someone to clear his throat. Jungr’s fuddy-duddy 
buffoonery is delightful but not really convincing, and I 
find that with this character, I don’t care about ‘convincing’ 
in the slightest. “I sympathize with Jörgen, but I hope I’m 
not as naive as he,” said freshman Ian Rossamondo, who 
was seated in the front row. “He doesn’t know what kind 
of a woman [Hedda] is.”

How were the other men? Senior Wyatt Sweeney 
does Byronic brooding well, but we already knew that. 
His Eilert Løvborg—a previously “bad boy” aristocrat 
attempting to put his debauchery behind him—was 
credible. And, of course, the crown of vines Sweeney 
wore during the final bows was a sweet nod to both the 
text of the play and the actor. 

Sophomore Jack Domanski’s Judge Brack was a 
marvelous surprise for me. His kindly, reserved presence 
through most of the play seemed like a paternal 
equivalent to the warm pleasantries of sophomore Rachel 
Hauben’s Juliana Tesman and diligence of freshman Eden 
Kammeyer’s Berta (nice Cockney accent, by the way!). 
I initially thought that these three characters would 
serve as beacons of civility and stability in the ensuing 
catastrophe. In the case of Judge Brack, golly, was I wrong. 
And for those of you who haven’t yet seen or read Hedda 
Gabler, that’s all I’ll say about him! 

After the show, I kept thinking about the particular 
brand of evil that belongs to beautiful people, i.e. the Ted 
Bundys of the world, who fully recognize and wield the 
power of their delicious company, like Kalashnikovs of 
charisma. Then again—perhaps I, like many people, just 
romanticize bad decisions, and grand gestures of infamy 

{Hedda Gabler Review}

Sympathy for the Devil, But Make it Feminism
Lysithia Page
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are really just expressions of confusion. Generally, 
with horrific acts, I wonder what happens in 
the soul of the perpetrator which motivates the 
perpetration. Could that happen in your soul? My 
soul? 

My sense is that Ibsen meant for his title 
character to be more than an aberration of nature 
constricted by the feminine ideal, inevitably 
bound to erupt. It was certainly entertaining to 
watch this Hedda play, by turns, the puppeteer 
and the bulldozer; even so, we have to remember 
she traipses through life like the rest of us mortals, 
who must pay the penalty for transgressing the 
rules even before even having learned what the 
rules are. “I don’t think she has a plan. She’s 
making it up as she goes along,” senior Birdi 
Mueller, another audience member, said. For this 
reason, despite immensely enjoying Vandiver’s 
flamboyant malevolence, I found myself craving 
more intimations of Hedda’s humanity. (Yes, I 
recognize that what I have just stated contradicts 
my early characterization of Hedda as a lioness 
of a woman. I contain multitudes.) The real 
undercurrent of agony that flows through Hedda 
Gabler is the thought that the protagonist, though 
she possesses considerable gifts, is still just a person 
who loses her way and then loses everything. 

As the magnanimous Robert de Niro once 
said, “The saddest thing in life is wasted talent.” 
Somebody get this poor woman a drink. 

Medea, William Wetmore Story

Soap Bubbles Jean Simeon Chardin
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First off, let me preface this by saying I am definitely 
not doing a commentary about this newspaper at all. 
No, the gadfly I’m speaking of is Socrates’ as he stood 
before the court in Plato’s Apology—although the 
pages of this paper do offer vital ground and, maybe 
more importantly, an actual physical space with which 
to gadfly (v.) - “to provoke and annoy as you go about 
seeking truth.” That is, to agitate, annoy, and create a stir 
within the polity, stinging those buzzed on comfortable 
routines of truth. What is neat is made crooked; what is 
simple is deliberately complicated. The overall purpose 
of the gadfly isn’t dissent, but it is the outcome the 
gadfly aims for in the immediate, practical sense. So, 
all I ask is that you consider with me dissent as a sign, 
not of sickness, but of health amongst the polity. But 
you may object, “Come on, does our polity here at St. 
John’s really need that?” I don’t know, you decide. Are 
you satisfied with your pursuit? Are there ways to more 
effectively foster truth in our community? Is campus 
culture even that deep?

As all students at St. John’s (should) know by now, 
Socrates spoke before the court in defense of his life. 
His was not merely an effort to save his life, but also, in 
a wider sense, his livelihood: the examined life which 
he advocated for, where one might find those qualities 
specific to each and every form and the conditions that 
necessitate and constitute each and every soul, where 
that tip-of-your-tongue, deep down “thingness” lies, 
for lack of a better term—that quality which makes 
Socrates not only a man and a teacher but also a 
Socrates. 

In his account, ancient Athens was like a “horse 
which was somewhat sluggish,” which “needed to be 
riled up by a sort of gadfly.” (30e). Here, let’s consider a 
“gadfly” basically as a shorthand for a dissent-monger, 
and this dissent and the related monger are good, or at 
least reaching towards the good. But examples from our 
own not-not-dystopian day and age have proven that 
the good can be hard to come by, like a ghost whose 
presence is felt but we all only pretend to see: disruptors 
in Silicon Valley have racked up quite a laundry list of 
harm done to the social fabric with their algorithms 

and public trust violations and income inequality; 
Marxist revolutionaries did some similar stuff too. As 
did the United States’ effort to “spread democracy” 
in the Middle East—”spreading” referring to hostile 
military occupation and the word democracy more 
accurately meaning “in line with United States’ global 
economic interests,” in what it saw as the developing 
world, not to put too fine a point on it. As did those 
patriots at the Capitol  (Don’t let me lose you here) 
who brought 4chan into the real world, materializing 
the national mood of paranoid psychosis during the 
pandemic, which had been merely digital for many up 
until that point. And some say that those of us who 
marched in the streets six months prior to that day 
caused our fair share of harm too. What I mean by this 
is simply that we all just believe in the truths that we 
experience as true and we reject out of hand, whole-
hoggedly, any truth which does not cohere with, nor 
correspond to our own conceptions of our experiences, 
built up like scaffolding around some present reality. 
This thinking is natural though; it is also exactly what 
Socrates considered to be base.

But what I can’t help myself from thinking about 
though is just how sort of pathetic Socrates’ version of 
dissent-mongering seems to be according to his own 
metaphor. The gadfly's function as a silly, disregardable, 
and easily disposed of provocation artist—like a guy 
who is impeccably learned in the art of retort and saying 
“Well, actually”—is not the role Socrates thought the 
gods assigned it. Not a crackpot in a tinfoil hat, nor an 
idiot on a soapbox, but rather, on the level of the heart, 
the gadfly is like a troll basically. A good kind of troll 
somehow. Not the guy on a college campus who sits at 
a foldout table with a sign that expresses a controversial 
hot take, challenging passersby to prove him wrong so 
he can get a clip of him “owning the libs” and “dunking” 
on those wayward, naive evil woke sheep. This 
character is no gadfly, to be clear. These types are too 
lonely and sad to pursue any truth outside of their page 
views. Let’s take a more virtuous, charitable depiction 
though: a gadfly with only good faith to spare, in 
which the source of the polity’s agita actually offers, 

{We Should Be As Annoying as Socrates}

The Gadfly Told Me To Do It
Daniel Nathan
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via the pursuit of truth and knowledge, the promise 
of a meaningful relief from life’s unavoidable ills. 
Leading the metaphorical horse to the proverbial 
water or so it goes I guess. 

It’s a case in which being annoying is the point, 
demanding full-throated, unapologetic (not a 
pun) engagement with the public due to just how 
unbearably irritating and ultimately unavoidable the 
gadfly’s frequent yet low-frequency stinging really 
could be. While the simple troll’s pursuits come 
from a sort of jolly sadism, the gadflys’ is sourced 
from a place of virtue, however vulgar and tacky its 
methods may seem on the surface at first. 

Pursuing truth proved uncomfortable and awkward 
for the Athenians, even making Thrasymachus blush. 
And eventually some saw it simpler to just swat the 
gadfly down and get it over and done with, rather 
than have to deal with Socrates’ nonsense—to have 
to take him seriously. 

The gadfly, to Socrates, is easy to mock because 
its positions are often easily mockable. Clearly. But 
in taking the mantle of those positions, Socrates saw 
a higher, deeper truth lurking, refusing to give way 
and accept the way the world worked according to 
the Athenians; he knew there was little to be found 
in their comfort. Sending back the steak not because 
it was overcooked but because the plate was empty. 
What he aimed to persuade others into was an activity, 
i.e., thinking critically (an inherently annoying thing 
to have to do) which required participation (which 
is often undesirable) which meant effort (the worst), 
thus calling the polity out from their sleep. So then, 
trying to think about what sort of “sleep” one might 
find here at St. John’s, why not do our best to heed 
the old man and break a shibboleth or two?

Regarding this “sleep” the gadfly exists to disrupt, 
could it, in any way, be possible that we at this college 
find this “sleep” somewhere in the texts of the canon? 
“What?? B…b…but!!” Even further, do these grand 
narratives somehow serve as a way in which the 
polity uniquely makes its bed (with all its—we’ll call 
them quirks) for which it will later have to lie in? An 
article in the previous issue of this paper praised the 
cultural bubble of St. John’s. But can one culture’s 
truths be commensurate with another’s? Is truth still 
truth outside the bubble one finds to contain truth? 

Is that even the right way of thinking about truth? 
“What is virtue?” you ask the Chick & Ruth’s 

waitress during her twelfth hour into a sixteen hour 
double shift. This is annoying, and she will be annoyed, 
I assure you. But, I ask…is it noble? Well, it’s a really 
embarrassing thing to do, and I will mock you, and I’d 
say to you don’t do that—but dammit if I don’t want 
to say that Socrates would have maybe considered it 
bordering on gadfly-adjacent territory at the very least. 

What should being a gadfly really look like? What 
should it feel like? When everyone in your cultural 
bubble—all the Great Minds—eat and sleep and read 
and work and live like you do, must they also necessarily 
think like you do? 

I imagine a broad-shouldered Midshipman—a 
paragon of fitness and health—wearing his dress white 
uniform, which he says means something, (I can’t 
prove it does not), while standing next to St. John’s 
student, looking sickly and unseasonably pale and 
wearing literally their father’s falling-apart fleece from 
his college days forty years ago. The key markers and 
identifiers are there—the “uniforms,” I’ll call them—
are clear: the juxtaposition is apparent. We get it. And 
so I’ll ask then: do both the Midshipman’s and the 
Johnnie’s “uniforms” mean anything? Do they matter? 
If they do, then, whose meaning matters more? That is, 
if we want to say one of them must matter more. Well 
the question begs itself at this point: who, then, truly 
matters more—who is more vital—to the functioning 
of a free and open society? Who should the polity 
regard themselves with? Those who pursue truth or 
those who enlist to defend it—the gadfly or the horse? 
I don’t know. Again, you get to decide.

This example is only half serious. I don’t suspect this 
is the sort of respectable truth that we like to regard 
ourselves as pursuing. But still, we should concern 
ourselves with thinking, even when it appears vulgar 
and tacky. Pressure must be applied to even our 
conceptions of what seems safely bland and banal, if 
not normal. Really, why should life be the way it is? Or 
rather, why do we conceive of life the way we currently 
do? Should we continue this way of thinking or should 
we change our approach? Can we muster up the strength 
to monger us some dissent in a direction towards the 
good like Socrates taught to? Pastoral visions of perfect 
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postulates won’t do. Reality, even our great books, aren’t so neat as to be inhuman, and neither are we; certainly this 
article isn’t. But even with basic things that we can assert our autonomy upon and dissent from do exist here in our 
bubble. Doing this will hopefully create meaningful exchange but also affect material change in however simple and 
small a way it may; whether it be in choosing what we read, what we could or should think, how we could or should 
behave and conduct ourselves, and fine…I’ll say it…where we could or should or (if we’re being honest) probably 
shouldn’t smoke. 

In the shape of our daily lives at this college, and for those who come here after we’ve gone, maybe we can be more 
like Socrates’ gadfly; and hopefully in some small ways, we can succeed where Socrates tragically failed—hopefully 
we are not killed off. All too often the ways things happen to be at the current moment are interpreted as absolute 
outcomes—with ourselves as mere passive observers and spectators, not much more than ticket-holders—and so we 
overlook most of what we encounter in life, and treat it all as undeniable—as duh’s—as matters of fact, as just another 
symptom of life at a small, northeastern-ish liberal arts college. But what we may think is true, as we all (should) 
know, is neither in fact nor in essence, anything near “truth.” Who do you wanna sting?

A literary argument on the second tier, Honore-Vicorin Daumier
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{Campus Culture and Its Future}

Some More on Smoking 
John Teague

The most surprising thing about the smoking 
debate at St. John’s College is the emotional hostility 
that surrounds it.  As an infrequent smoker myself, 
I was shocked to learn that a personal activity could 
generate so much controversy. Ms. Felbek has recently 
complained about the hostility around this issue as 
well, and, in a move towards cooperation, I would like 
to attempt to reintroduce the spirit of lightness that 
moves public discourse towards levity and productivity. 

That spirit of lightness, however, must wait for me 
to briefly address some of the overblown arguments 
I’ve heard against smoking. First, one does not walk 
through ‘clouds of smoke’ as they move through the 
quad. Even before the new smoking policy was instated, 
the amount of smoke in public areas of the college has 
always been moderate. To avoid smoke, one simply 
has to avoid the people smoking. Secondly, the health 
risks of infrequently inhaling secondhand smoke 
outdoors are minimal. Research published regarding 
secondhand smoke refers to constant, heavy smoking 
indoors, such as in the home. Merely catching a whiff 
of smoke does not result in a measurable risk of cancer 
for any but the sickliest. Thirdly, the smell of tobacco 
smoke, while subjective, is generally not unpleasant. It 
smells somewhat similar to a campfire, and everyone 
likes campfires.  

Going past all this, while most people’s concerns 
about smoking rest in its effects on the body, few 
consider the effects on the soul. After interviewing 
many people, I have chanced upon this story. 

After the founding of Kallipolis, there was a group 
of people whose mixtures of bronze, silver, and gold 
in their constitutions fluctuated so frequently that a 
permanent position in the class system would cause 
disaster for the entire city. They would mill about, 
unproductively engaging in pointless or even harmful 
discussions. They were generally too boredom-prone to 
do hand labor and too wrong to make any important 
decisions. The philosopher king, even in his infinite 
wisdom, could not conceive an appropriate place for 
these people. So, after a few years of these people being 
a drain on society, he cast them into the wilderness. 

They fled to the caves, where Nature sheltered them 
from the elements. 

Although they could scrounge together a meager 
existence foraging and sleeping in the caves, their 
memories of the luxuries of their past life made such 
a life unbearable to them. They realized they needed 
to form some sort of society to regain their previous 
advantages. They held a meeting in one of the caves 
to establish some sort of constitution. A cacophony 
ensued as they nitpicked, redirected, and ignored each 
other’s points. As they attempted to deliberate, they 
made many gestures as they spoke and often moved 
their hands to their mouths. As they were losing hope, 
the dark cave was suddenly illuminated by a bright 
white light. A silence fell over the room as everyone 
recognized the divinity in their presence. Instinctively, 
the whole crowd knelt down to pay respects to God, 
who, in his infinite charity, came as a bringer of dignity 
to these creatures. He spoke in a loud, clear voice: 

“I have provided all of Man with fruit from the earth 
and fishes from the sea, but not all can be sated from 
such a simple diet. For you I leave another gift: the 
tobacco plant. Use it that you may steady your hand 
and focus your mind.” 

The bringer of fire and wisdom produced a number 
of tobacco leaves and placed them on the hearth. As the 
cave filled with smoke, the people knew calmness and 
deliberation. The elders sat around a stone table and 
successfully drafted a constitution for the people of the 
caves. All were joyous, their troubles had abated. The 
next morning they raised themselves up out of the cave 
and into the sunlight. 

The next few years saw great advancements in the 
political and logistical infrastructure of the town. 
Technology improved rapidly, and with it came 
advancements in the consumption of nicotine. Society 
developed three different ways to smoke the tobacco 
leaf: in cigarettes, cigars, and pipes. The three methods 
reflected three relationships one has with tobacco. One 
is moved either by his appetite, his want of distinction, 
or his rationality. 

It is plain to see how cigarettes correspond the 
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appetitive part of the soul. Cigarette smoke is inhaled, 
taken into the body like food. Cigarette smokers in 
particular are struck by nicotine addictions, often 
going outside to take smoke breaks many times during 
a workday. The consumption of nicotine for cigarette 
smokers is analogous to the consumption of food, and 
must be undertaken at regular intervals, often forming 
a routine.  Cigarettes’ association with sex is also 
undeniable. The post-coital cigarette has been a part 
of culture for as long as cigarettes have been around. 
They are used to heighten the sex appeal of characters 
in film. A cigarette smoker experiences the craving and 
sating of his appetite much more intentionally than 
those who don’t smoke them and therefore must be 
more wise when it comes to such matters. 

Cigars, meanwhile, are an extension of the glory-
seeking part of the soul. The cigar is more concerned 
with the external, with the un-inhaled smoke forming 
into impressive billows. Obviously, the phallic 
symbolism of the cigar has been well documented as an 
effective mode of power projection. The cigar smoker 
creates for himself a visual gravitas, a demand for others’ 
attention and respect. Cigars are used for celebration, 
as accompaniment to distinctive accomplishment. 
As a more expensive way to consume tobacco, one 
elevates himself above the proles with a more luxurious 
smoking experience. The cigar smoker enhances class 

distinction by consuming an imported luxury good, 
using the problematic nature of cheap third world labor 
to great effect. 

For those who prefer to attempt to rationalize 
their nicotine addiction, pipes are the smoking mode 
of choice. We associate pipe smoking with wisdom, 
visualizing it as the pastime of tweed-wearing Oxford 
men, inducing a necessary occupation of the hands 
while the smoker’s minds work out the puzzles of the 
Universe. The pipe’s yonic form clearly imitates the 
smoker’s relationship to knowledge. The way the pipe 
takes in tobacco is the same as the way its smoker takes 
in information, and both tobacco and preliminaries 
are inflamed by the pipe smoker into something new: 
a reasoned account. The pipe is truly a wondrous 
invention for philosophy.  

With these new implements of smoking discovered, 
the refugees were able to build a great society. 
Opposed to the focus on industrial growth of other 
civilizations, the tobacco smokers were content to live 
lives characterized by leisure, tradition, and rigorous 
discourse. They made for themselves a college at which 
they could exercise their minds studying the formative 
works of their literary tradition. This is the same 
college where, thousands of years in the future, we find 
ourselves at today.  

Tobacco Pipe with Case, ca. 1740
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{Thoughts on Johnnie Science}

Observing Living Beings The Wild Beast 
Helen Wagner

With the end of the first semester, the freshmen have 
completed their biological studies in Observing Living 
Beings, and my first beloved green lab manual is worn 
and underlined and slightly falling apart. Basking now 
in the highlight-colored glow of Driesch and Aristotle’s 
wisdom, I want to take this opportunity to meditate 
on the nature of how we approach science at St. John’s. 
It seems to me that studying science is like studying a 
living being. 

Perhaps over Christmas dinner you described the 
college lab curriculum to a curious relative as the 
“History of Science.” This terminology manages to 
neatly quell and dissuade any further questions, for 
example: why do we even learn all this outdated stuff ? 
What is the value of considering the universe as Ptolemy 
saw it when the scientific world has moved beyond this 
perspective? But is “History of Science” really the best 
way to explain what we do here? The qualifier “History 
of ” seems redundant when I consider that science, by 
nature, is a process. Studying its history is inherently 
wrapped up in studying science itself as it moves and 
breathes and changes over time. Thus, we must observe 
it as a biologist observes a living being. As the biologist 
is to the animal, the St. John’s student must be to 
science itself.

But what exactly does this mean? First, we should 
understand what it means to study an animal. How 
does a biologist go about his work? Driesch writes of 
the unique problem of the biologist: 

The biologist is almost always in that strange plight 
in which the physicist would be if he always had to 
go to volcanoes in order to study the conductivity of 
heat, or if he had to wait for thunder-storms in order 
to study electricity. The biologist is dependent on the 
specificity of living objects as they occur in nature. 

Studying animals through scientific, ostensibly 
empirical means is difficult precisely because they 
are alive. We cannot isolate them from their living 
existence the way that a physicist can isolate electricity 
from a thunderstorm, for example. As soon as we 
interfere or interact whatsoever with a given animal 
subject, whether by dissection or some other form of 

experimentation, we are changing—often killing—the 
very life we hope to understand. Driesch explains that, 
thanks to this problem, much of biology can be chalked 
up to simple observation and description. He writes, 
“We now understand why pure description, in the most 
simple sense of the word, takes up such an enormous 
part of every text-book of biological science.” Anyone 
who’s read Theophrastus and Goethe can attest: pages 
upon pages describing the intimate workings of plants 
are tedious but necessary. In order to understand a living 
being, we must observe it as it lives. We must see how 
it acts when it is left alone in its natural environment. 
We must watch it move. Aristotle showed plainly that 
he understood this by dedicating an entire volume to 
The Movement and another to The Gait of animals. 
Many biologists have used vivisection to understand 
the movement of internal organs— movement which 
would be unobservable through dissection. Harvey 
learned much of the information in De Motu Cordis 
through vivisection: he would not know how the heart 
worked if he hadn’t seen it pump blood. To understand 
living things, it is essential that we study them while 
they are alive.

Students of science are in the same predicament 
regarding scientific inquiry. Like an animal, the body 
of scientific knowledge changes and grows over time. 
To understand its development, we must watch it in 
action—in the wild. This means reading authors whose 
work has been superseded by new developments. 
Modern science textbooks would not explicitly agree 
with Aristotle that creatures whose blood is hot, thin, 
and clear are “[n]oblest of all” and “suited alike for 
the development of courage and intelligence.” Nor 
would they explain the growth of plants in terms 
of pure and impure fluids, as Goethe does. Even 
Driesch’s vitalism—the darling of many a Johnnie, 
myself included—has been considered obsolete by the 
scientific community since the ‘30s. Modern textbooks 
would soberly discuss photosynthesis, adenosine 
triphosphate, enzymes, substrates, red blood cells, and 
DNA. And they would be right—in terms of current 
science, at least. But science changes. The prevailing 
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cosmological view among scientists until the 1950s was 
the Steady-State model—a theory that the universe 
had no beginning. But you wouldn’t find that in any 
21st-century textbook. Now the most widely accepted 
model is the Big Bang Theory, which states that the 
universe did begin, approximately 14 billion years ago. 
So how can we truly go about studying science, this 
strange chimera that one moment says the universe has 
no beginning, and the next that it does? We must hold 
it loosely enough to account for such changes in human 
knowledge. We must at the very least acknowledge that 
textbooks cannot teach us how it really works: they 
are ossified collections of facts which do not reflect 
the living movement of science itself. Studying science 
solely through textbooks is like trying to understand an 
animal with only footprints and photographs.

At this college, I would argue, we do not study 
physics, chemistry, or biology for their own sakes. 
Instead, through these disciplines, we are studying 
the process of scientific inquiry itself. If we simply 
wanted to understand the workings of the world as we 
know it, we would not spend hours reading scientific 
theories which have since been replaced or improved 
upon. Textbooks would suffice to keep us up-to-date 
on the latest facts. But, if we want to understand how 
science actually works, textbooks will not do. Current 
facts and theories are only a snapshot of the great, 

beautiful, breathing beast of Scientific Inquiry herself. 
She lumbers through the halls of History searching for 
knowledge, ears alert, nose to the ground, sometimes 
drunk on success but nourished primarily by her many 
failures, which keep her walking in the right direction. 
Her tail occasionally bumps into an ecclesiastical 
pedestal and shatters fragile and cherished religious 
tenets which the Church usually later discovers weren’t 
too important after all. Her fur is a tangled mess of 
broken hypotheses and crossed-out equations; her 
gait meandering and full of questions; her cry a half-
articulated attempt to explain the movement of the 
heavens. Many have tried and failed to capture her, 
tying her down across the sterile lab table of absolute 
truth, only to see her waste away from starvation or 
wildly break through her bonds, destroying her captors’ 
conception of truth in the process. She is the enemy of 
anyone who tries to contain her, but the darling and 
friend of the true scientist: the one who recognizes 
her wildness, who gets on hands and knees in the dirt 
and watches her quietly from behind a tree, no rope 
or harness in sight. If the scientist truly knows how 
to approach her, he will walk forward and reach out, 
feeling her warm breath on his fingers, and perhaps she 
will even eat from his open hand if in his palm he holds 
the right morsel: a single, honest question. 

The Repast of the Lion, Henri Rousseau
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{Student Translation and Commentary}

Translation of Baudelaire's "L'Idéal"
Luke Briner

It will not ever be these beauties cursory, 
The shabby children of our late, debaséd time, 
Dressed up from head to toe in girlish levity, 
Who will know how to sate a famished heart like mine. 

To Gavarni, anemia’s bard, do I thus leave
His warbling troupe of dolls, on sick, uneven keel, 
For I will not among those roses pale receive 
A flower that recalls my sanguine-red Ideal. 

What my heart truly needs, with great, Tartarean depth,
Is she in crime so virile—you, Lady Macbeth, 
The dream of Aeschylus, in blust’rous climate born, 

Or you, dread-mistress Night, by salvaged Art composed, 
Who solemnly contort, in stately strangeness posed, 
With Titans’ mouths so sculpting your bewitching form! 

                                                                    COMMENTARY
The two themes I tried to communicate most clearly in this translation are, first, the contrast 

between the impression of weak superficiality which Baudelaire gets from many of the women around 
him along with the powerful, dominating spirit of the women he idealizes, and, second, the contrast 
between the modernity of the former and the antiquity of the latter. The first two quatrains of the 
poem introduce and subsequently reject the first group while alluding vaguely to the second, with the 
following two tercets formally introducing examples from it. 

I generally stayed faithful to the original French with two major exceptions, both made in order to 
more clearly convey the themes just mentioned. I decided to render line 3, which literally from the 
French goes something like “these feet with brodequins (high shoes), these fingers with castanets,” 
as “dressed up from head to toe in girlish levity” in order to focus on, with more universality, the 
idea of gaudiness and frivolity which Baudelaire aimed to communicate with the specific examples of 
brodequins and castanets. Likewise, in line 12, literally something like “or you, great Night, daughter 
of Michelangelo” I decided to replace the reference to Michelangelo with “by salvaged Art composed” 
in order to universally convey the Renaissance’s spirit of rescuing and reviving the ways of an older—
and to Baudelaire, maybe better—time which Michelangelo was an embodiment of. One additional, 
smaller deviation also worth noting is my decision to replace the French’s “beautés de vignettes,” or 
“beauties of vignettes,” simply with “beauties cursory,” with the same reasoning as my translation for 
line 3. I ’ve preser ved Baudelaire’s original iambic hexameter and rhyme scheme.
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