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The System

The system was breaking down. The one who had wandered
alone past so many happenings and events began to feel, backing up
along the primal vein that led to his center, the beginning of a hiccup
that would, i’ left to gather, explode the center to the extremities of
lite, the suburbs through which one makes one’s way to where the
country is.

At this time of lite whatever being there is is doing a lot of
listening, as though to the feeling of the wind before it starts, and it
slides down this anticipation of itself, already full-tledged, a lightning
existence that has come into our own. The trees and the streets are
there merely to divide it up, to prevent it from getting all over itsclf,
from retreating into itselt” instead of logically unshuffling into this
morning that had to be, of the day of temptation. It is with some
playtulness that we actually sit down to the business of mastering the
many pauses and the abrupt, sharp accretions ot regular being in the
clotted sphere of today's activities. As though this were just any old
day. There is no need for setting out, to advertise one’s destination.
All the facts are here and it remains only to use them in the right
combinations, but that building will be the size of today, the rooms
habitable and leading into one another in a lasting sequence, eternal
and of the greatest timeliness.

It 1s all that. But there was time tor others, that were to have
got under way, sequences that now can exist only in memory, for
there were other times for them. Yet they really existed. For instance
a jagged kind of mood that comes at the end of the day, lifting life

into the truth of real pain tor a few moments before subsiding in
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the usual irregular way, as things do. These were as much there as
anything, things to be fumbled with, cringed before: dry churrings
of no timbre, hysterical staccato passages that one cannot master
or turn away from. These things led into lite. Now they are gone
but it remains, calm, lucid, but weightless, drifting above everything
and everybody like a light in the sky, no more to be surmised, only
remembered as so many things that remain at equal distances from
us are remembered. The light drinks the dark and sinks down, not
on top of us as we had expected but far, far from us in some other,
unrelated sphere. This was not even the life that was going to
happen to us. It was different in those days, though. Men telt things
differently and their reactions were different. It was all life, this truth,
you forgot about it and it was there. No need to collect your thoughts
at every moment before putting forth a hesitant feeler into the rank
and file of their sensations: the truth was obstinately itself, so much
so that it always seemed about to harden and shrink, to grow hard
and dark and vanish into itself’ anxiously but stubbornly, but this was
Just the other side of the coin of its intense conviction. It really knew
what it was. Meanwhile the life uncurled around it in calm waves,
unimpressed by the severity and yet not paying much mind, also very
much itselt. It seemed as though innumerable transparent tissues
hovered around these two entities and joined them in some way,
and yet when one looked there was nothing special to be seen, only
miles and miles of buoyancy, the way the mild blue sky of a summer
afternoon seems to support a distant soaring bird. This was the
outside reality. Inside there was like a bare room, or an alphabet, an
alphabet of” clemency. Now at last you knew what you were supposed
to know. The words formed from it and the sentences formed from
them were dry and clear, as though made of wood. There wasn'’t

too much of any one thing. The feelings never wandered oft into a
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private song or tried to present the procession of straightforward
facts as something like a pageant: the gorgeous was still unknown.
There was, however, a residue, a kind of fiction that developed
parallel to the classic truths of daily life (as it was in that heroic but
commonplace age) as they unfolded with the foreseeable majesty of
a holocaust, an unfrightening one, and went unrecognized, drawing
force and grandeur from this like the illegitimate offspring of a
king. It is this “other tradition” which we propose to explore. The
facts of history have been too well rehearsed (I'm speaking needless
to say not of written history but the oral kind that goes on in you
without your having to do anything about it) to require further
elucidation here. But the other, unrelated happenings that form a
kind of sequence of" fantastic reflections as they succeed each other
at a pace and according to an inner necessity of their own—these, |
say, have hardly ever been looked at from a vantage point other than
the historian’s and an arcane historian’s at that. The living aspect of
these obscure phenomena has never to my knowledge been examined
from a point of view like the painter’s: in the round, bathed in a
sutficient flow of overhead light, with “all its imperfections on its
head” and yet without prejudice of the exaggerations either of the
anathematist or the eulogist: quietly, in short, and I hope succinctly.
Judged trom this angle the whole attair will, I think, partake of and
benetit from the enthusiasm not of the religious fanatic but ot the
average, open-minded, intelligent person who has never interested
himself before in these matters either from not having had the leisure
to do so or from ignorance ot their existence.

FFrom the outset it was apparent that someone had played a colossal
trick on something. The switches had been tripped, as it were; the entire
world or one’s limited but accurate idea of it was bathed in glowing love,

of a sort that need never have come into being but was now indispensable
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as air is to living creatures. It filled up the whole universe, raising the
temperature of all things. Not an atom but did not feel obscurely compelled
to set out in search ot a mate; not a li\'ing creature, no insect or rodent, that
didn’t feel the obscure twitchings of dormant love, that didn’ t ache to join
in the universal turmoil and hullabaloo that fell over the earth, roiling the
clear waters of the reflective intellect, getting it into all kinds of messes
that could have been avoided if only, as Pascal says, we had the sense to
stay in our room, but the individual will condenms this notion and sallies
forth full of ardor and /hubris, bent on selt=-discovery in the guise of” an
attractive partner who is e heaven-sent one, the convex one with whom
he has had the urge to mate all these seasons without realizing it. Thus a
state of positively sinful disquiet began to prevail wherein men's eyes could
be averted from the truth by the passing of a romantic stranger whose
perfume set in motion all kinds of idle and frivolous trains of thought
leading who knows where—to hell, most likely, or at very best to a position
of blankness and ill-conceived repose on the edge ot the tlood, so that
looking down into it one no longer saw the comtorting reflection of” one’s
own face and felt secure in the knowledge that, whatever the outcome, the
struggle was going on in the arena of” one’s own breast. The bases tor true
reflective thinking had been annihilated by the scourge, and at the same
time there was the undeniable fact of exaltation on many fronts, of a sense
of holiness growing up through the many kinds ot passion like a tree with
branches bearing candelabra higher and higher up until they almost vanish
from sight and are contused with the stars whose earthly avatars they are:
the celestial promise of delights to come in another world and still lovely to
look at in this one. Thus, in a half-baked kind of way, this cosmic welter of
attractions was coming to stand for the real thing, which has to be colorless
and featureless if" it is to be the true reflection of the primeval energy trom
which it issued forth, once a salient force capable of assuming the shape

of any of the great impulses struggling to accomplish the universal task,
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but now bogged down in a single aspect of these to the detriment of the
others, which begin to dwindle, jejeune, etiolated, as though not really
essential, as though someone had devised them tor the mere pleasure of
complicating the already complicated texture of the byways and torments
through which we have to stray, plagued by thorns, chased by wild beasts,
as though it were not commonly known from the beginning that not
one of these tendrils of the tree of humanity could be bruised without
endangering the whole vast waving mass; that that gorgeous, motley
organism would tumble or die out unless each particle of its well-being
were conserved as preciously as the idea of the whole. For universal love
is as special an aspect as carnal love or any of the other kinds: all forms of
mental and spiritual activity must be practiced and encouraged equally it
the whole affair is to prosper. There is no cutting corners where the life of
the soul is concerned, even if a too modest approximation of the wish that
caused it to begin to want to flower be the result—a result that could look
like overpruning to the untrained eye. Thus it was that a kind of blight fell
on these early forms of” going forth and being together, an anarchy ot the
affections sprung from too much universal cohesion. Yet so blind are we
to the true nature of reality at any given moment that this chaos—Dbathed,
it is true, in the iridescent hues of the rainbow and clothed in an endless
confusion of fair and variegated forms which did their best to stitle any
burgeoning notions of the formlessness of the whole, the muddle really
as ugly as sin, which at every moment shone through the colored masses,
bringing a telltale finger squarely down on the addition line, beneath which
these self<important and self-convoluted shapes added disconcertingly up
to zero—this chaos began to seem like the normal way of being, so that
some time later even very sensitive and perceptive souls had been taken
in: it was for them life’s rolling river, with its calm eddies and shallows
as well as its more swiftly moving parts and ahead of these the rapids,

with an awful roar somewhere in the distance; and yet, or so it seemed to
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these more sensible than average tolk, a certain amount o™ hardship has
to be accepted it we want the river-journey to continue; lite cannot be a
series of totally pleasant events, and we must accept the bad it we also
wish the good; indeed a certain amount of evil is necessary to set it in the
proper reliet: how could we know the good without some experience of its
opposite? And so these souls took over and dictated to the obscurer masses
that follow in the wake ot the discoverers. The way was picturesque and
even came to seem carefully thought out; controls were waiting, in case
things got out of hand, to restore the inevitable balance ot happiness and
woe; meanwhile the latter kept gradually diminishing whenever its turn
same round and one really felt that one had set one’s foot on the upward
path, the spiral leading from the motley darkened and lightened landscape
here below to the transparent veils of” heaven. All that was necessary were
patience and humbleness in recognizing one’s errors, so as to be sure of
starting out from the right place the next time, and so a sense ot steady
advancement came to reward one’s efforts each time it seemed that one
had been traveling too long without a view of the sun. And even in darkest
night this sense of” advancement came to whisper at one’s side like a tellow
traveler pointing the way.

Things had endured this way for some time, so that it began
to seem as though some permanent way of" life had installed itself, a
stability immune to the fluctuations of other eras: the pendulum that
throughout eternity has swung successively toward joy and grief had
been stilled by a magic hand. Thus for the first time it seemed possible
to consider ways toward a more fruitful and harmonious manner of
living, without the fear of an adverse fate’s coming to reduce one’s
efforts to nothing so soon as undertaken. And yet it seemed to those
living as though even this state had endured for a considerable length
of time. No one had anything against it, and most reveled in the

creative possibilities its freedom oftered, yet to all it seemed as though
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