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    THE AWAKENING

  


  A FANTASY


  “You know, I have fallen so low in the world,” he said, “that I am not able to grasp the order of the things that have happened to me—I get confused as to which part of eternity came first. I can only tell you how I remember things—but you must bear in mind that I am not very good at remembering things . . . not, as you would say, the man I was. Only of course the point is that I wasn’t a man—I was a god.” He looked at me shyly and one of his feet trod on the other. If his eyes had once been a god’s, they were less than a man’s eyes now; they looked like fishes’ eyes, being magnified by very thick glasses. “Yes, you may well look at me contemptuously,” he went on, not bitterly. “As a god I should have been ashamed to create the man I am now. I have poor teeth and a lot of trouble with my digestion . . . but still I have my great days to remember. I was one of the old gods. A great many mountains . . . and roaring beasts . . . and dead cities . . . and beautiful bodies . . . have my seal upon them. I was quite a creator in my day. You know, you should not utterly despise a man who has made a mountain range. Of course, I had very strong hands then—(look at them now)—and a very strong heart—so strong that you wouldn’t have recognized it as a heart. It was more like a world in itself—and now I can scarcely feel it beat. You can have no conception how a god can change. When we gods were young we made all lands and seas, and some of us were herdsmen and drove flocks of suns and stars away to pasture in space. It was only later we made man—when we had learnt to be peevish and ingenious. But I was a mountain-maker. I know all the writings on the flanks of mountains. The stuff of mountains is such gracious material . . . so luminous with sound . . . so sonorous with colour. Mountains are like bells—they are tuned like bells. You’d know what I mean if you had made them. When a mountain is well made, even an incurably mortal ear can hear the bell-note sometimes—especially when it rings to the touch of the last ray of the sun. A good mountain should be on a crescendo note. You put all the gentleness of your theme into the lower slopes, making them fit for mosses and grass meadows—meadows that are stroked with silver by the blowing of a summer wind. Then, as you add alp to alp and precipice to precipice, you mix the earth of stronger stuff—soil that will hold strong sharp trees upright so that their crests tear the cold mists to shreds. But the peak of the mountain has only to support the delicate memorial of perpetual snow. The peak is the ordeal of the creator. It is naked line, of course—a poor workman cannot cover up mistakes with easy trees. The peak must be eccentric and terrible and . . . witty, if you know what I mean. An epigram of a peak is best. Gods are so often judged by the peaks they throw against the sky.” He interrupted himself, shuffling nervously. “I expect this all sounds silly to you. We ex-gods have great difficulty in not being thought silly.” He sighed and after a little while continued. “It was a funny thing. After I had made mountains for a long time, the glory seemed to go out of making noble things. Noble began to be a word that we gods were ashamed of—like purity . . . or beauty . . . or truth. . . . Mountains, somehow, were seen to be not very smart things to make. The gods of my set were becoming so dreadfully clever—it became a great strain to us all to keep pace with one another in cleverness. Of course I know now—looking at it from the safe sad standpoint of the ex-god—that we were already beginning to lose our godship. The leprosy of mortality had already infected our strong hearts. Ah, why is it—why is it that gods must die? Why is mortality such a relentless invader and rapture such a defenceless realm? You must excuse my excitement. All that survives of my divinity is sorrow. I am so very old and cannot die. Remember that I have a very long and enormous youth to regret. Even men’s sons are almost gods when they are young—even mortals are a little immortal when they remember their youth . . . and as for the old gods. . . . Well, I was just telling you how clever we all became. So articulate. So complex. We began to have schools of complexity. We began to compete in making life crawl about our clean world. We began to invent the most intricate and ingenious bodies, and to thread pains and desires in and out of the veins and channels of sensation in those bodies. Of course you would think our first experiments ridiculously clumsy. My wife was reading in the Encyclopaedia yesterday about the history of watches—(my dear wife has such a thirst for information)—and I saw at once the similarity between the first old triumphant making of turniplike timepieces and our first crude experiments in creating living things. I well remember the first living creature I made. It was a lizard a hundred and forty feet long. It had almost no sense but it could propagate its kind in the most ingenious way—I should like to show you the rough diagrams of its propagating plan, but perhaps you are familiar with the idea already—the other gods stole the design. I remember thinking that ingenuity in the lizard line could go no further—and yet look at the lizards they turn out nowadays—as small as a blade of grass and yet fitted with the same conveniences as my first lizard—perhaps even better ones. Ah, what a pity that ingenuity crept in! Because at first, you see, grandeur was still in our thoughts; we still had the habit of grandeur, even though our hands were not so strong. The very size and crudeness of my lizard will show you that mountain tradition was with me still. Life was still a side-issue with us—a kind of by-product. I was still making strong and true things, though I had become a little foolishly fastidious. At first I had simply pulled my mountains out of the stuff of the sea, rooting them in the dark water and crowning them naïvely with the bright sky—but now I began to make pedestals for my mountains; now I had to make room for my new creations; now I had to smooth out broad places for my rootless things to travel on. And so I learnt to make deserts and to glaze them with odd deceiving air. . . . Rivers were my tools and with them I carved deep patterns in the flesh and bone of the land. And tenderness, which is, I suppose, the most beautiful symptom of weakening godship, taught me to care for my young fragile living things by hanging clouds before the cruel sun, by spreading safe meadows for unsteady feet. I learnt to make flowers at that time, too—the last grand work my hands ever accomplished.


  


  “Gods made more and more fantastic experiments with life, but I forget who it was who first made man. I think it was the god of the Jews—his adherents now claim that he was the first, and you will readily believe that not one among us is anxious to dispute so doubtful an honour. By the time man was first created, mortality was already incurable among us gods on the earth. In our thickened hearing, mountains that had once been peals of bells strung upon the cords of our sky, seemed to jangle. I had begun to notice—you will laugh—that my seas were dangerous and my deserts empty. I could hunger and thirst on the face of my own world. I could bend before my own storms. All the sorry signs of manhood were upon me, but of course I was still a god—and terrible, compared to the thing I am now. You may think it curious that I can remember godship so well—that such great memories can find place in so shrunken a body as mine. But it is a fact that one remembers rapture more clearly when one has utterly lost it than when a thin measure of rapture still survives. Just as only very old men remember the perfection of being young.


  


  “Well, we began making man. That was the most fatal step in our slow suicide . . . we made man. We were all in the same case, of course. Not one of us retained any integrity of immortality. Scattered among the stars there may still have been real gods—star-makers—immovably almighty. But we—we had nothing to do with stars now . . . we had even to borrow the light of other gods’ stars to help our weak eyes to penetrate the small soft particular mysteries of our new creations. I remember luring a reluctant borrowed sun a little closer.


  


  “Directly man was created, two things happened. The first thing was that we gods fled one from another, like plotters discovered in a conspiracy. We hid from one another, wishing to work secretly and confound one another with our separate cleverness. And the second thing was that we all lost for ever our standard of divinity—our recognition of perfection. Man—our thing—became our standard. And I fell furthest. . . . I lost perfection most utterly. . . . Look at me now—look at me now. . . . How terrible to think that even from the beginning I—a god—had this canker of death within me—this germ of devastating imperfection lying in wait for my divinity. Eternity, the gift of the gods, was to be for me a diminishing and a humiliation. From the beginning I was cursed—all unaware—with potential wretchedness—potential humanity—although I was born a god, although I made mountains. . . . Oh, what a pity . . . what a pity. . . .”


  He sniffed a little and his bent fragile shoulders shook. But after a moment he composed himself and said with a tremulous pride, “Well . . . I’m sure I ought to be thankful for small mercies. I ought to remember how men glory in manhood—men who have never been gods. And I enjoy man’s pleasures. I am a golfer . . . I have an excellent wife not much over forty . . . and I do like my cup of tea of an evening. . . .


  “As I told you, we fled one from another—and I fled west. The gods I left behind were older than I. There was always a sort of dignity about them, even in decay—there probably still is, but we are not on neighbourly terms now. I was at one time obsessed with the idea that I could teach them how to be smart and young. They seemed to me too delicately concerned with maintaining all the darkness and magnificence they could save from the wreck of divinity. In creating man those old gods created only old men. But perhaps I am not just. I never knew much about those conservative gods. They basked in the flattery of forgotten rites. They baffled men with mysteries. I thought that a very out-of-date method—yet I believe that men under their brazen sun still serve their will. But I can only tell you at first hand about my rival and me—two gods who aspired to the conquest of youth. We devoted ourselves to youth—and complexity destroyed us at last. All our creations had the flare and urgency of youth. I dare say you, being young, will think it strange that the cult of youth should have spelt decay for us. But you see, we were creating humiliation . . . men ceased to be grateful to us for the gift of life—ceased to cry upon us for the right to die at our feet. The smoke of incense in the East and in the West wavered . . . our feasts grew spare . . . each of us rejoiced to see the dwindling intoxication of the other. For we were quite fallible by then—jealous, you know—we used to compare prayers . . . and martyrdoms. . . .


  “But we had one passion in common—in common, I say, though of course it made for the bitterest rivalry of all. Sharing as we did the pangs of failing godship, we each secretly hoped to redeem our old imperfection by creating Man and God in one. We each desired to be the one to beget a new god—to create posterity—an heir to all we had lost—one who should be god enough to reawaken ecstasy in man, and man enough to justify us gods in our creation of man and to comfort us with an assurance of democratic continuity.


  “You wouldn’t know my name as a god, even if I were to tell it to you. I was the unknown god, the god undiscovered by those who give names to gods. But you would know my great eastern rival’s name—that is, if mortals ever can be said to know the names of gods.


  


  “Perhaps you know the end of my story too. Men know so much more than gods in these days. In my own dazed mind the story is much confused. I seem to remember lighting the first fire in the mouth of a cave . . . and planning golf-links . . . and trying to understand Christian Science . . . and guiding the hand of the first man who smeared a portrait of his wife on a rock’s face . . . but I cannot recall which preceded which . . . I remember piling stone upon stone . . . building city after city and erasing them with desert sand and building them again. Nothing seemed worthy of this intricate new creation—man. I remember perfecting the soul and body of man, little by little, teaching first strength and then guile and then ingenuity to man’s crude hands—making a little creator of him, a little competitor. Of course all those experiments seem to me now as clumsy as my first lizard—(I told you, didn’t I, how proud I was of my first lizard?)—as clumsy and as monstrous and as impossible—but, oh, much more beautiful and innocent than the enchantments gods weave to-day. . . . Early men still had innocence . . . virtue was still in my hand. But the paralysis of complexity was upon my hand—as it was upon my rival’s. And as the men we made grew tamer and tamer, they became more and more cruel to us. We were afraid of them—yet we had forgotten how to create simply. I thought that salvation and perfection lay beyond cleverness. I thought that a theory might evolve the Man of God who should save me from the cruelty of men and confound my rival. Under my borrowed stars, I swore, the Man who is God should be born. Seeking absurdly to produce that perfect flower from the old root of exhausted godship—I inevitably poisoned the soil for such a flower. My dreams seem like ravings now—because I have fallen so far below dreams. It was my dream to create a new world for redeeming man—a world of instant achievement—a world of easy speakable truths that should not weary young men and old gods—a world of success—a world in which the fool should not be ashamed to claim equality with the wise—a world of big ingenious wheels and little ingenious conventions—a world that should pat me democratically on the back and be patted by me. . . . For I was quite a withered small god by then—men could easily look into my face. . . . We were really good pals—men and I. It was a prophetic vision of the Y.M.C.A.


  “I had great faith in my dream. I felt very hopeful and superior as I watched my rival—that despot god—driving his reluctant Jews across deserts and seas, ignoring—as it seemed to me—the essential principles of democracy. My dream of democracy running westward on little wheels seemed to me so much more new. It seemed so obvious that only by flattering man should gods achieve flattery now. Omniscience was nothing less than an insult to the intelligence of man. Victory and redemption by a New Birth should be, I was convinced, the heritage of the west. Or if not victory—something just as good and even more showy. Truth was a pale flower and substitutes made such a fine effect—more beautiful than the real thing. All the substitute arts flourished in the vivid air of my dream, and on my paper altars the devotees of substitute religions burned incense that was far cheaper than the old incense and smelt just the same. Among so many short cuts to rapture it seemed that a quick path to salvation must be found. An atmosphere of efficient achievement must be favourable to the birth of that heir who should confound my rival—that young hunter of the west, to whom redemption would fall such instant prey. Democracy—democracy—democracy was my hope. . . . Half-wisdom spread thinly over a continent was better than wisdom founded on a rock.


  “The dream of my world and the awakening are so confused in my mind now—I can hardly disentangle them. . . . I became so old and dwarfed . . . bewildered with so much dreaming . . . so much building on sand. . . . Under my star that shone so exactly like a real one—(for I had given up borrowing real stars now, the artificial ones were so much more convenient)—under my hollow gold star, I waited for the Child to be born. . . .


  “And the end of the hope—the end of the waiting—must have found me sleeping. For I remember only a voice calling me from the exhausted dreams of old age . . . telling me that a Child was born.


  “A Child? In what land?


  “ ‘In Bethlehem.’


  “I knew it. . . . I knew it. . . . In Bethlehem, Pa.; under my star. . . .


  “ ‘In Bethlehem of Judaea. . . . Under an Eastern star.’ And I awoke, weeping, and lo—a star which I saw in the east went before me, till it came and stood over where the young child was. . . .”
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    THE MAN WHO MISSED THE ’BUS

  


  Mr. Robinson’s temper was quite sore by the time he reached St. Pierre. The two irritations that most surely found the weak places in his nervous defences were noise and light in his eyes. And, as he told Monsieur Dupont, the proprietor of Les Trois Moineaux at St. Pierre, “If there is one thing, monsieur, that is offensive—essentially offensive—that is to say, a danger in itself—I mean to say, noise doesn’t have to have a meaning. . . . What I mean is, monsieur, that noise—” “Numéro trente,” said Monsieur Dupont to the chasseur. Mr. Robinson always had to explain things very thoroughly in order to make people really appreciate the force of what he had to say—and even then it was a hard task to get them to acknowledge receipt, so to speak, of his message. But he was a humble man, and he accounted for the atmosphere of unanswered and unfinished remarks in which he lived by admitting that his words were unfortunately always inadequate to convey to a fellow-mortal the intense interest to be found in the curiosities of behaviour and sensation. His mind was overstocked with by-products of the business of life. He felt that every moment disclosed a new thing worth thinking of among the phenomena that his senses presented to him. Other people, he saw, let these phenomenal moments slip by unanalysed, but if he had had the words and the courage, he felt, he could have awakened those of his fellow-creatures whom he met from their trance of shallow living. As it was, the relation of his explorations and wonderings sounded, even to his own ears, flat as the telling at breakfast of an ecstatic dream. What he had meant to say about noise, for instance, had been that noise was in itself terrifying and horrible—not as a warning of danger, but as a physical assault. Vulgar people treat noise only as a language that means something, he would have said, but really noise could not be translated, any more than rape could be translated. There was no such thing as an ugly harmless noise. The noise of an express train approaching and shrieking through a quiet station—the noise of heavy rain sweeping towards one through a forest—the noise of loud, concerted laughter at an unheard joke—all benevolent noises if translated into concrete terms, were in themselves calamities. All this Mr. Robinson would have thought worth saying to Monsieur Dupont—worth continuing to say until Monsieur Dupont should have confessed to an understanding of his meaning—but, as usual, the words collapsed as soon as they left Mr. Robinson’s lips.


  Monsieur Dupont stood in the doorway of Les Trois Moineaux with his back to the light. Mr. Robinson could see the shape of his head set on stooping shoulders, with a little frail fluff of hair beaming round a baldness. He could see the rather crumpled ears with outleaning lobes bulging sharply against the light. But between ear and ear, between bald brow and breast, he could see nothing but a black blank against the glare. Mr. Robinson had extremely acute sight—perhaps too acute, as he often wanted to tell people, since this was perhaps why the light in his eyes affected him so painfully. “If my sight were less acute,” he would have said, “I should not mind a glare so much—I mean to say, my eyes are so extremely receptive that they receive too much, or, in other words, the same cause that makes my eyes so very sensitive is . . .” But nobody ever leaned forward and said, “I understand you perfectly, Mr. Robinson, and what you say is most interesting. Your sight includes so much that it cannot exclude excessive light, and this very naturally irritates your nerves, though the same peculiarity accounts for your intense powers of observation.” Nobody ever said anything like that, but then, people are so self-engrossed. Mr. Robinson was not self-engrossed—he was simply extravagantly interested in things, not people. For instance, he looked round now—as the chasseur sought in the shadows for his suitcase—and saw the terrace striped by long beams of light—broad flat beams that were strung like yellow sheets from every window and door in the hotel to the trees, tall urns and tables of the terrace. A murmur of voices enlivened the air, but there were no human creatures in any beam—only blocked dark figures in the shadows—and, in every patch of light, a sleeping dog or cat or two. Dogs and cats lay extended or curled comfortably on the warm, uneven paving-stones, and Mr. Robinson’s perfect sight absorbed the shape of every brown, tortoiseshell or black marking on their bodies, as a geographer might accept the continents of a new unheard-of globe. “It’s just like geography—the markings on animals,” Mr. Robinson had once said to an American who couldn’t get away. “What I mean to say is that the markings on a dog or rabbit have just as much sense as the markings on this world of ours—or, in other words, the archipelagos of spots on this pointer puppy are just as importantly isolated from one another as they could be in any Adriatic Sea—” But the American had only replied, “Why, no, Mr. Robinson, not half so important; I am taking my wife—with the aid of the American Express Co.—to visit the Greek islands this summer, and we shall be sick on the sea and robbed on the land; whereas nobody but a flea ever visits the spots on that puppy, and the flea don’t know and don’t care a damn what colour he bites into.” Showing that nobody except Mr. Robinson ever really studied things impersonally.
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