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SEVEN (OR MORE) TALES OF PASSIONATE RENUNCIAT I _ 

September 28, 1992 Walter E. Lang 

Good evening. This Budget, which is actually 
single paper consisting of a series of sections, i 
entitled "Seven (or More) Tales of Passionate 
Renunciation." 

I. My first instance of passionate renuncia 
is a dirty joke, ostensibly referring to a frugal ". 
century american philosopher-inventor and a 
contemporary playwright known for his foul language-

An uptight (or upright; certainly self-righte 
prim and proper) Boston capitalist, when accosted 
middle-aged panhandler, draws himself up and repl i 
"Neither a borrower nor a lender be .... Ben Frankl ~ 
The smelly, bearded beggar, drawing himself up 
haughtily, retorts, "Fuck you .... David Mamet." 

May I repeat the joke? It should hardly be 
necessary in this august literary institution, but -
parallelism of the characters' citing the sources 
their quotations seems to come off better when you __ _ 
the joke than when you hear it; and the name of Da 
Mamet, although he is the author of "Speed the Pl o" "--~-' 
"Glengarry Glen Ross," the play and a film about t 
open in New York; and "Oleanna: A Power Play," a l 
due to open on Broadway in a week or two, does not 
appear to be a household word! (This is, I may sa~ . 
only the third and fourth times I have used that f-
in public.) 

REPEAT JOKE 

As you can tell from this confrontational exa~,~,_ 
passionate renunciation as I define it often turns 
to be as much passionate denunciation, vilificat io , 
justification, or vindication as conscious 
renunciation--and is often self-defeating or self
destructive; yet remains somehow satisfying ... to bo 
the subject and the teller. 
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This anecdote also represents a second point: 
these tales are told as recalled, second-hand or still 
f a r ther from the source. I am retelling most of them 
in the rorm they came to me, or as my imagination has 
shaped--or distorted--them to my own purposes, for 
wh a tever psychological reasons. Although I obviously 
see repeated patterns in these episodes, I do not yet 
k n ow for what special psychological reasons they appeal 
to me. 

I do know that my title owes something to Isak 
Dinesen, the Baroness Karen Blixen, whose tales 
pr ovided some of the most thrill i ng emotional 
a dventures of myyouthi her tales were appropriately 
cal led "Gothic"; mine are, if anything, "Gothic 
Revival"--as befits an architectural historian! 
Bl i xen's own renunciation; as do the life and works of 
a nother of my favorite authors, the early 19th-century 
Prussian, Heinrich von Kleist, with his tragically 
wa s teful, youthful death in a double suicide pact with 
a t ubercular young woman for whom he did not even 
pa r ticularly care. 

At least one of my protagonists, however, is a 
rea l person, still alive, so I must point out that I 
rea lly have no idea whether her story is true or not-
i n fact, the very unlikelihood of such a lovely, and 
unassuming, lady provoking the story is a considerable 
part of its point! 

But surely most of you can hardly wait to collar 
me after this paper has been read to inform me that 
Be n j amin Franklin was not in fact the originator of the 
phra se, "Neither a borrower nor a lender be .... " (Nor, 
f or that matter, was David Mamet the originator of the 
e xc l amatory directive attributed to him, however often 
h is characters may employ it in his plays!) Of course, 
i t was Shakespeare, speaking through the somewhat 

n l i kely voice of Polonius in Act I of Hamlet, who was 
r esponsible for the immortal lines, 
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Neither a borrower, nor a lender be; 
For a loan oft loses both itself and 
And borrowing dulls the edge of husb 
This above all to thine own self be tI 
And it must follow, as the night the 
Thou canst not then be false to any 

A friend to whom I read this paper ahead of 
pointed out that Shakespeare is really a more 
appropriate author than "poor Richard': for our 
capitalist to quote, in terms of the Joke as a ~.~~-
since then both he and the bum are citing pla~~~~~ 
On the other hand, doesn't Ben Franklin seem SOI=e~. 
more suited to a Boston capitalist--or, in that 
shouldn't he rather be a Philadelphia Quaker? 
what comes of meddling with your sources. 

And while I was checking the quotation--qu · 
against my original intentions for this paper-- · 
Bartlett's Quotations, I found a footnote referr 
reader--pace Morse Johnson--to Sir Francis Baco • 
last lines of Polonius' quoted speech inevitabl ~ 
reminded Bartlett (or his minions) of Bacon's 
succincter, if less poetic, way of putting it: 

Be so true to thyself, as thou be not -
to others. 

And it was then, looking at the next quote 
edition of Bartlett's, also from Bacon's "Of Wi 
a Ma~'s Self," (Bacon, like Shakespeare, did no 
reallze that he should have referred to "a Man 's 
Woman's Self"), that I found the epigraph for t . 
whole Budget: 

It is the nature of extreme self-lovers 
they will set an house on fire and it 
but to roast their eggs. ' 

. In other, still more prosaic words, they " C 
thelr own noses to spite their faces " or their 
antagonists'--and sometimes even their loved ones ' 
faces. 

II. During my middle- and high-school years , 
the end of World War II until 1952, my family l iv 
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staten Island, New York, where my father was the young 
pres ident of a small Lutheran college. My brother and 
I attended the staten Island Academy, an old and once 
elite private preparatory school that still survives 
but was then on very hard times. It was an old
fashioned school, to which I attribute my essentially 
Edwa rdian attitudes, traditional, Latin-Language 
orie ntation, and archaic speech habits. I was in a 
sense brought up there in a pre-World War II, if not 
pre- World War I, environment! 

Among the long-standing traditions of the staten 
Isla nd Academy were the Friday afternoon dancing 
clas ses, held not in the upper academy, but in the 
lowe r-school building. This was a large, early 20th
cent ury high-style Georgian Revival mansion, whose 
front lawn was ample enough to serve as our soccer 
fie l d! It was said to have been built for a member of 
the stettinius family at some New York phase of his 
career, but the residence was rejected by his wife, 
even before its completion, on the ground that "the 
cei l ings were too low for a proper chandelier." Be 
that as it may, the long drawing-room library, panelled 
in dark walnut with deep-set French windows and 
elaborate plaster cornices--and, yes, more than 
adequate bronze chandeliers--served as our auditorium 
and ballroom. Our teacher was--and had been for 
generations--Miss Gertrude Tate, who by the late 1940s 
was believed to be teaching several great-grandchildren 
of her earliest pupils! 

Miss Tate was a piquant but very proper little old 
lady who still wore elegant, if somewhat down-at-the
hee ls, 1920s dresses, with a dainty fringe on her 
forehead, to match those on her ankle-length skirts. 
Upon her ample bosom she wore a lorgnette on a,long 
si l ver chain; the lorgnette was observed to sW1ng 
rhy thmically back and forth when she once, after a 
p a r ticularly successful cotillion in front of our 
p a r ents, rather rashly agreed to do any ,dance we asked 
for . To our delight, the current favor1te was the 
po l ka--although her vivacious sashaying across the dark 
pa r quet floor in a 19th-century ballroom polka was a , 
f ar cry from the "Beer Barrel polka" we no doubt had 1n 
mind! 
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In any case, one end of the room, lit by a 
long window in the center of the wall, housed 
shadowed corners. In one of the corners the p~- ~~ __ 
sad grey widow with several children, mechani~_ 
performed the long out-moded gavottes and minue
which we attempted our exercises and dances, n 
mention our introduction to ballroom manners, 
"deportment." In the corner opposite, on a c 
banquette upholstered in faded puce moquette, 
Friday an elderly woman, garbed in plain, ill-f 
clothes that almost disappeared into the uphol~ 
with its staring, inward-turned eyes. We consi~~ ... 
this apparition rather a gorgon, but generally s~ .. w 
ignored her. 

Many years later I discovered, through a 
fascinating 1976 early-feminist biography by A 
Novotny, that the old lady in the corner was Al 
Austen, now recognized as the first important ~---~-
female photographer, who recorded many aspects 
upper-class life of her youth in the late 19th 
Born in 1866, she had grown up on staten Island , -
old Dutch house called appropriately enough "Cl 
Comfort," which had been Gothicized in the mid
century (and is now a quaint house-museum, I 
understand). After receiving a primitive camera 
girl in 1876, she proceeded to record every thin 
sight, within her domestic and social circle, w: 
uncanny eye for the revealing detail--such as her 
and uncle's daring collection of "almost two h ,-.;;-
l~ttle ceramic objects--miniature chamber pots , 
mlnuscule outhouses, and figures of children a nd 
ani~als of every possible description squatting 
equlvalent array of pots." 

Alice Austen also went farther afield, 
anticipating modern documentary journalism by 
photographing with a precise yet poetic eye, " a 
full o f spontaneous vita l ity, from Society at p 
the immigrant street characters in New York, t he 
of the automobile, the beginnings of tennis [in 
America, at the staten Island cricket & Tennis C 
near Alice's house, where, by the way, I did not 
to play the game; this is only one of the places 
in her photographs that bring back my adolescence 
vividly to me, although her images are mostly a t ~~==-
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a half-century earlier. Miss Austen also documented] 
sa i ling ships [in New York Harbor, viewed from the end 
of the family lawn, including the ill-fated Lusitania 
on her last voyage, and] Chicago's Columbian Exposition 
[of 1893]," as well as travels in Europe and America. 
The se she made with a companion, Gertrude Tate, whom 
she had first met in 1899, and with whom she maintained 
a l ife-long relationship considered a II wrong devotion" 
by her family, but accepted as Ita satisfactory 
alternative to marriage" by the two women. 

Eventually, her photographic work unknown, Alice 
Aus ten lost her family, her fortune and, perhaps most 
pa i nfully, her home. She was finally reduced to taking 
re f use in the county poorhouse, known euphemistically 
as the Staten Island Farm Colony. Here she was 
di s covered by Life Magazine shortly before her death in 
19 51; her work was published and recognized, and her 
ci r cumstances somewhat remedied; to little avail at 
tha t late stage, however. 

Perhaps the most poignant aspect of Alice Austen's 
story--and an aspect with particular appeal to 
feminists--was that her companion of f i fty years, who 
had for decades eked out a living as a dancing 
mis tress, had had at last to abandon her friend to the 
poorhouse; although she continued to bring that friend 
each Friday to observe was youngsters going through our 
paces in Miss Tate's famous Dancing Class. 

III. Another case of long-lived Lesbian loneliness 
and loyalty, of rejection more self-willed yet surely 
equally painful, is that of Natalie Barney and the 
artist Romaine Brooks. Although Brooks was also a most 
talented and interesting character, I will concentrate 
here on Natalie Barney, one of the least recognized--at 
least locally--offshoots of late 19th-century . 
Cincinnati society. Often known as "The Amazon of 
Letters" after a series of poems addressed to her in 
her youth by the aged belles-lettr~st . Remy.de Gourmont, 
she was a fascinating woman from Clnclnnatl who 
conducted a famous--or infamous, depending upon how you 
look at it--literary and artistic salon in Paris for 
two-thirds of the 20th century. She was more the . 
sub ject of a passionate renunciation than a ren~nclator 
herself--in fact, she was notorious for renounclng 
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almost no woman who appealed to her voracious 
and social appetite: she was also known as " 
Don Juan" and "The Lesbian Queen of Paris"--a 
the latter role she had a serious rival in her 
contemporary Gertrude stein, also an American 
whose early career at Johns Hopkins Medical s~~_ 
Macht chronicled for us a couple of years ago. 

The subject of a 1976 biography 
Natalie Barney, who lived for almost 
1876 until 1972, was the daughter of a promin 
wealthy Cincinnati and Dayton, ohio family. 
she somewhat romanticized her forebears, she 
of the conjunction of Jewish and Puritan, Lat ' 
and Anglo-Saxon blood in her veins. Her gran ~::~"5 
both made considerable fortunes, which were eve=~~". 
passed on to Natalie and her younger sister La 

One grandfather was Eliam Eliakim Barney, 
to Dayton from western New York state as an edcC2~~ 
but owing to ill-health soon went into business . 
1850 E.E. Barney and a partner started the Da 
Works, one of the leading manufacturers of ra i 
cars in the second half of the 19th century. 
also known as a philanthropist, donating $10 0, 
equip a Union regiment during the civil War, f 
instance. Albert Clifford Barney, his son, was 
gentleman of leisure, who retired at his father - ~ .. ~ 
about 1880, when he sold the Barney Car Works 
Pullman Sleeping Car Company, and lived most ly 
elsewhere for the rest of his life. A.C. Barne 
married Alice Pike, whose father, Samuel N. pi e 
Natalie Barney's other rich and in many ways-- f 
more influential grandfather. 

Samuel Nathan pike was probably a German J~ 
brought to this country as a chi ld by his paren 
(originally named "Hecht," translated literally 
"Pike"). After several youthfu l years of "Wander _____ _ 
he settled in cincinnati and made a fortune in 
He was also a philanthropist, and was passionate 
addicted to the arts; his real love was music. 

on 
in 

In 1859 he had the famous pike Opera House 
the south side of 4th Street between Walnut a 
downtown Cincinnati. It was supposedly insp ir 
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t he singing of Jeny Lind, "the Swedish Nightingale," 
a nd intended to be an auditorium worthy of her talents 
a nd of "the Queen City of the West." pike's Opera 
House was described in an otherwise favorable review of 
Cincinnati's downtown architecture in the November 1859 
i ssue of a short-lived New York periodical called The 
Architects' and Mechanics' Journal; the Opera House 
a lone in cincinnati was criticized, as "a ~uge~ 

, f rhodomontade in stone"--lronl.cal1y, 
unmeanlng . rn~ss 0 . d and decorated by two New 
i t was Or1g1nally deslgne 

Yorkers! 
. House burnt in 1866, however, 

The first P1ke opera . f Isaiah Rogers, the 
a nd was rebuilt to th~tde~l~~~ ~ad been brought to 
i mportant Boston archl ec, th famous Burnet House 
c incinnati in 1848 ~o des1~~r" ~f its day--and 
Hotel--the "conventlon cent f his life except for 

. d h re f or the res 0 ' , pract1ce e . ' during the CiVll War as 
s everal years 1n Washlngton h't t S N pike also 
Pres i dent Lincoln's Federal arc 1 ec. :n·New York 
built an even more grandiose opera house 1 , 

where he later lived. 

Alice pike Barney, his daughter and Natalie's 
mother, was a considerable figure in her own right as 
a n artist specializing in portraits, and her studio
h ome (now a museum) in Washington, D.C, was a center of 
a rtistic and civic life; she a l so had a home in Paris 
i n the early 20th century. Although brought up in the 
United states, Alice Pike was presented at Court in 
London, where she met Henry Morton stanley (later Sir 
Henry), the "Anglo-American journalist and empire 
builder." They were privately betrothed in 1868, 
s hortly before he began his journey to Africa to find 
Dr Livingstone; in face, he is said (there are some 
discre pancies in this account) to have named his boat 
and a stretch of the River Congo "Lady Alice" after 
h e r! His trip took three years, however, and by the 
time of his return Al i ce Pike had married A.C. Barney. 

. Their first daughter, Natalie, was born in Dayton 
I n 1876 and spent her first ten years in Cincinnati. 
Thereafter, the family moved to Washington, D.C., like 
many wealthy Midwestern socialites. Although they 
lived in Washington during the fall and Christmas 
s e asons, the Barneys usually spent their summers in a 
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large IIcottage" at Bar Harbor, Maine, winters 
Florida, and spring in Paris, although,A.C. B~ 
"typical clubman,1I preferred Londo~, w1th <:>r ~ ..... 
his formidable wife. They also pa1d occaS10na ~ 
to Ohio. In Paris in the late 18805 and '90s , ~~ .. 
Pike Barney pursued her study of painting, wi 
masters as Carolus-Duran (who painted Natalie as 
young woman), paul Henner, and Whistler, who 0_ 

to tea, but never completed a projected portra · 
Natalie Barney_ 

She, meanwhile, had embarked on a career 
own. Attractive and vibrant, with long, flow i 
hair, she was also intelligent, self-determine . 
well-mannered, having been educated in a series 
York and continental girls' finishing schools , ~~. 
she i s assumed to have had her first lIexperien ... a, 
other girls. Her first major conquest, however , 
the leading IIbelle epoque ll courtesan or IIgrand 
horizontal," Liane de Pougy--a woman predominan 
heterosexual, as her profession demanded, but , 
number of Natalie's conquests, unable to resist 
seductions. Although Natalie's 1899 autobiogra~~~ 
novel on their tumultuous affair was refused 
publication, in 1900 she did publ ish a slim vo l 
poetry, illustrated with portraits by her mother
erotic love-poetry was obviously addressed to a 
dozen women, identifiable to society by their i 
if by not their names. Natalie's scandalous l i 
debut was followed in 1901 by a "roman a clef" 
by Liane de Pougy herself, a barely (1) disguis 
portrayal of her and Natalie's "liaison dangere 
novelistic form. 

Although her family then forced her to retu~ 
America, where she rather sardonically became en~·--~ 
to Oscar Wilde's young lover, Lord Alfred Doug las 
Natalie Barney soon returned to Paris and the wo G 

her life. 

Thus began the dazzling career of "this wild 
f Cincinnati," as she was sometimes know. I n 

rom , d leaving $2,500,000 to 
Alfred Clifford Barney d1e , . herited about a. mi~~-
of his daughters (they l~te:o~~er). Natalie ~lved 
and a half each fr~m the:r bravely (or perhaps 

'nly 1n ParlS , thereafter mal 
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i ndifferently) staying there through most of World Wars 
I and II, until her death in 1972 at the age of 96. 
For over sixty years her elegant but slightly 
r amshackle house at 22 Rue Jacob, on the Left Bank in 
Paris, with its dainty "Temple of Love" in the garden, 
f ormed the setting for an international salon, where 
s he served tea with Victorian decorum, complete with 
c ucumber sandwiches, while herself providing "a feast 
o f reason, a seasoning of wit," in her perfect and 
much-admired 18th-century French; most of her own 
occasional writings were also in French. 

Natalie Barney's "Fridays" were frequented by many 
o f the leading writers, artists, diplomats, and 
i ntellectuals of the century, including Proust, Rilke, 
P ierre Louys, Paul Valery, Andre Gide, Jean Cocteau, 
Bernard Berenson, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, Hemingway, 
Fitzgerald, and many younger writers, such as Truman 
Capote, after World War II--not to mention Colette . ' Mata Halr, and the almost innumerable other women who 
often became her lovers, and then her friends for the 
rest of their lives. Natalie sometimes called herself 
"the friend of men and the lover of women," but in fact 
managed to fulfill both roles with many of the women. 

In the midst of, and contemporaneous with this 
s elf-indulgent independence, Natalie maintained a 
s ignificant relationship with Romaine Brooks, another 
American-born artist, a well-off and well-born painter 
best-know for her rather devastating portraits of 
people in her and Natalie's circle, especially the 
leading Lesbians of the period--a period in which 
traditional French sexual tolerance seems to have 
c ombined with the incipient women's movement to allow 
a mazing freedom. Although notorious for a reputed 
early affair with the Italian poet-hero Gabrielle 
d 'Annunzio, Brooks was essentially faithful to Natalte 
Barney for the last 50 years of her life--from about 
1916 until her death in 1970. Natalie and Romaine 
Brooks lived together for much of that time, with 
s hared or separate houses and establishments in France 
a nd elsewhere although Natalie also maintained a 
number of oth~r long-term female friendships, most 
notably with the Duchesse de Clermont-Tonn~rre, and 
c onstant short-term affairs; she was a verltable female 
Casanova. 
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Natalie's last wild i nfatuation was carr iea 
from 1953, when she was in her 80s and 90s, wi 
considerably younger wife of a wealthy Romanian 
Minister to France; this finally proved too muc 
the proud yet intense Romaine Brooks. In 1968 , 
also aged well over 90, she broke off from Nata . ~--. 
a gesture of renunciation akin to that of the B~~ ... 
in Samuel Barber's opera Vanessa, and that of her 
Erika at the end of the same work--Romaine Broo 
spoke again. 

More accurately--and not altogether 
anticlimactically-during her last years she lives 
and without communicating with her companion of 
years, a passionate recluse. 

IV. Janet Flanner, the long-time New Yorke r 
correspondent from Paris, under the pseudonym " G 
was interviewed by Natalie Barney's biographer G~--
wickes shortly after the "Amazon's" death in 1972. 
Flanner, who had frequented the salon on the Rue -
in the 1920s and '30s, spoke, among others, of t 
exotic of Natalie Barney's "catches," Mata Hair, 
Dutch-born exotic dancer later a notorious World 
German spy, who had appeared naked on a horse as 
Godiva, and performed ritualistic incantations a t 
several of Natalie's salons and performances. 

Here I quote from Flanner: "The only women 
Paris] who had at that time extraordinary style 
sartorially was Mata Hair. There was a woman who 
equal to any event. Natalie was the one who supp ~ 
me with the information on what [Mata Hair] wore 0 

day she was shot (by a firing-squad, for treason , 
1917J. (Natalie] traced down the young lieutenant 
captain who had given the signal to fire, the 
said she stood so still it made him tremble." 
said to have refused a blindfold.] 

Also rather anticlimactically, Flanner conc l ud 
this indirect tribute to a renunciation perhaps more 
sto i c than passionate, "So one has an accurate stor) 
[of Mata Hair's death] instead of that tawdry imag O 
sable coat over nude flesh invented by someone who 
wrote for the most scurrilous sort of literary week ~ 
-obviously a far cry from The New Yorker! 
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v. Another death, both stoic and passionate, 
voluntary yet demanded by an already obsolete code of 
honor, was that of Japanese General Maresuki Nogi, 
s hortly after the turn of the century. It is recounted 
i n an introduction by Edwin McClellan to his 
t ranslation of the 1914 novel Kokora, by Natsume 
Soseki, one of the first masters of the modern Japanese 
novel at the end of the Meiji era, which extended from 
18 68 until 1912. The story of General Nogi's death had 
c onsiderable influence on the Soseki and his novel, the 
i ncident having "caused a great sensation at the time. 
"[ General Nogi] and Admiral Togo were probably the 
best-known [Japanese] heroes of the Russo-Japanese war" 
of 1904-1905. Nogi, who became governor-general of 
Taiwan, was the hero of the famous capture of Port 
Arthur during that War. 

"As a young officer, [however, Nogi] had lost his 
banner to the enemy in the satsuma Rebellion [of 877. 
Although he suffered intense shame, i t was only] 
t hirty-five years later, immediately after the death of 
Emperor Meiji," that Nogi committed "hara-kiri," 
killing himself by ritual disembowelment, in a gesture 
aki n to that of the brilliant young novelist Yukio 
Mi shima half a century later. Nogi "had waited until 
h e could no longer serve his emperor to redeem his 
honor," thus putting the Emperor's need above his own 
humiliation. 

Interestingly, the Columbia Encyclopedia (that 
useful source I inherited from my father) states only 
t hat Nogi "was honored as a model of loyalty when he 
c ommitted hara-kiri to follow the Meiji emperor into 
death." Who's to say whether the historian or the 
novelist has got it right? 

VI. Recently, at a symposium at the Taft Museum, 
a n older lady and her son sat down on a pair of those 
e xcruciating ballroom chairs in front of me. Petite, 
upright, and exquisitely dressed, she retains some of 
t he character and rather shy charm that must have made 
her a belle of the central Kentucky Bluegrass in her 
day--not, in fact, so long ago. I first met her in the 
l ate 1970s when I lived in Lexington. She was then a 
r etiring but delightful hostess and member of a coterie 
o f artistic and intellectual Lexingtonians who also 
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know how to live very well indeed. Some of yo 
doubt know or know of her and her family, and 
reason (and also to avoid libel) I have to ins · 
I am merely repeating, as I heard it, an anecd -
me by another, still grander, and undeniably ecceD~~ 
Lexington lady, known for her pithy tales and ~EQ~"~ 
friendships and animosities, often toward the 
people, if not usually at the same time! 

Well, the lady who is the subject of this 
was married to a very well-known Lexington hors,~~. 
who was given to violent feelings and compuls io 
often carried to the point of eccentricity, if 
downright madness, in professional and social , 
as personal matters. The story goes that his 
attachment to his wife led eventually to arabi 
Othellian jealousy, carried to his usual ce~ ... 
surely in this case equally unwarranted. 
far that he hired a private detective to follow -
wife during a two-week sojourn on her own in Ne 
City, shopping and visiting friends. After the 
weeks were up, her husband himself travelled t o 
York and learned from the detective that his c l 
surveillance had turned up no evidence of wrong 
sexual or otherwise. Whereupon the husband wen 
Abercromb~e & Fitch, bought a rifle, and shot hL'~~_ 
to death In the sporting goods department appar 
distraught at his failure to catch her out and . 
his suspicions. 

I have carefully avoided verifying this pro 
apocryphal anecdote, which seems to me a work of 
its own right--although I do vaguely recall hav i 
heard or :ead o~ such an incident shortly before 
Abercromble & Fltch (temporarily, I gather) clos 
doors. 

VII. And then there was Ines de Castro, or 
it was her lover, the crown prince Dom Pedro of 
Portugal, who deserves a place among these anecdo 
This famous episode has been retold in countless 
having caught and sometimes been lit up by the 
imagination of a number of writers and playwrigh~s ; 
first heard of it in Henri de Montherlant's magn lf_ 
play La Reine morte, which was first performed i 
Pari~ during the German Occupation of World War II , 



623 

perceived as a gesture of the Resistance. The play has 
e xtraordinary convolutions and subtleties, but the 
eaningful outline of the story is much simpler. 

Pedro loved the beautiful Ines, but his father, 
King Alfonso of Portugal, would not approve of the 
atch. When Alfonso learned that Pedro and Ines ha4 

been secretly married against his wishes, he threw a 
f it and died of apoplexy, but only after having had 
I nes poisoned. Whereupon Pedro, now King, had the 
c orpse of his beloved arrayed in regal robes and set 
upon a throne, to which the court was for six months 
f orced to pay obeisance as their Queen: lila reine 
morte." 

Again, the Columbia Encyclopedia throws cold water 
on this romantic, tragic--and also, admittedly, 
grotesque--episode, which surely epitomizes that 
Spanish hyper-sense of honor, and was often portrayed 
by Spanish writers. There was indeed an Ines de Casto, 
who had accompanied Constance of castile, the bride of 
Dom Pedro, the heir to the throne, to Portugal as her 
lady-in-waiting in the mid-14th century, 1340 to be 
exact. Well before the death of his wife Constance, 
Pedro began an affair with Ines, who was understandably 
banished from the Court of Portugal by Pedro's father, 
Alfonso the IV. Nevertheless, after his wife Constance 
d ied in 1345, Pedro established a household with Ines 
a t Coimbra, where she bore him four children! 

To quote the Encyclopedia, "Her brothers, however, 
gained political influence and aroused the opposition 
of Alfonso's advisers. Three of those advisers 
persuaded the king that Ines must be removed to 
preserve the legitimate succession to the throne, and 
with his permission [they] murdered Ines [in 1355]. 
Dam Pedro, overcome with grief and anger, led a 
r ebellion against his father, but peace was restored. 

"When [Pedro] became king [of Portugal two years 
l ater, in 1357], however, he extradited two [of 
Alfonso's scheming advisors] from castile and executed 
t hem horribly; the third escaped. Pedro [then] 
a nnounced [pUblicly] [that he had been secretly married 
t o Ines, and had two tombs erected at Alcobaca 
depicting the life story of Ines in marble. It is not 
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true that he had her disinterred and crowned 

But what happened to King Alfonso's thir 
"who escaped"? 

VIII. Now for a story of another "one wh 
escaped." This tragic episode was brought t o 
day or two ago, at the Main Street Art Walk , 
was struck by a recent painting by local art is= 
Riley. It vividly but mysteriously depicts a w_ •• ---

woman wearing only a slip, throwing a naked baZ_ 
an attic window down toward the street severa ::~IIII 
below; a naked young man lies in fetal posit i o 
around the corner in an alley. This shocking -
hauntingly portrayed image brought yet anothe r 
passionate--it ade--event to mind. It will t 
introducing. 

While at Yale Graduate School in Art and 
Architectural History in the late 1960s, I c a e 
unde r the influence of the great, if controvers 
architectural historian and teacher, Vincent S~~~ 
for whom I worked as a graduate assistant. Na 
I was very much aware of his famous and path-br~~~. 
study of the late 19th-century American architec~~~ 
movement which Scully himself named "The Shing e 
Style." Among the masterworks of that phase o f 
primarily summer-resort residences is the H. . 
Newcomb House in Elberon, New Jersey, built in 
and one of "the largest, most innovative, and 
ambitious," as well as earliest works by the pr 
eminent turn-of-the-century architectural firm 
McKim, Mead & White; its Anglo-Japanese great 
with all the requisite lattice-work, bronze inc:e:~~' 
burners, and bear-skin rugs, was--and still is-
particularly admired. I also found references e 

f irm's New York townhouse for victor Newcomb, W 
as I recall, one of the founders of the Wester n 
Telegraph system, among other successful financ · 
ventures. 

Later, wh i le doing research in Louisville , 
Kentucky (where I had my first teaching job in t 
early 19705) I I came across the earlier but ha nds 
Italianate Horace Newcomb house, an Anglo-Irish 
American architect who began his career in th i s cn-~~ 
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in the early 1850s, working for and with Isaiah Rogers, 
the Cincinnati architect I mentioned above as the 
designer of the rebuilt Pike Opera House on 4th street. 
Following up on the history of the Louisville Newcomb 
family, I unearthed an early 20th-century newspaper 
article that described in some detail an antebellum 
tragedy. 

Mrs. Horace Newcomb was considered insane, and 
incarcerated (like the first Mrs. Rochester, in Jane 
Eyre) in the attic of their house. One day, while her 
nurse-keeper was taking a short break, Mrs. Newcomb 
rushed into the adjacent nursery and proceeded to throw 
out the window to their deaths three of her four small 
children. The fourth, who escaped this Medean 
holocaust because he was old enough to be away at 
boarding school, was H. Victor Newcomb, later the 
patron of McKim, Mead & white. 

IX. Only this last Saturday yet another apposite 
anecdote was brought to my attention, in the program 
notes for that evening's cincinnati Symphony Orchestra 
concert, relating to Max Bruch's "Scottish Fantasy," 
which was commissioned by the legendary violinist Pabo 
de Sarasate in 1880. According to Jonathan Kramer's 
program notes, Sarasate "had been a child prodigy. 
When he was five years old, he heard his father--a 
violinist and bandmaster of the picturesque fortress 
town of Pamplona--struggling to master a difficult 
violin passage. The young boy [picked up his miniature 
fiddle and] played the passage flawlessly .... The 
fa ther, humiliated yet proud [and no doubt true to his 
Spanish roots], never again played the violin." 

There was, however, a happy ending to this act of 
self-abnegation, for the father then "recognized his 
son 's [precocious] talent, and sent him to study with 
some of the greatest violin pedagogues in Europe," thus 
launching young Pablo on his brilliant though erratic 
c areer. 

X. And that brings me to my last example, which 
seems to combine the sublime and the ridiculous in what 
I find an almost unbearably poignant instance of 
pa ssionate renunciation, although h~rdl~ deliberat7· I 
shall present it to you as I found It, ln a quotatlon, 
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paragraph long, from the British publ ' 
Gollancz' marve l ouS 1950 anthology, 

about God and Man. This selection is entit l 
Deaf Beethoven conducts," and is recounted by 
wild, who was present: 

"Beethoven mounted the conductor's platf 
the orchestra, knowing his weakness [his almo 
complete deafness at that time], found itsel f 
into an anxious excitement, which was only t o 
justified; for scarcely had the music begun be= 
creator offered a bewildering spectacle. At 
passages he sank upon his knees, at the .forte 
up; so that his figure, now shrinking into t ha 
dwarf, disappeared under the desk, and [then ) s=~ ..... 
up far above it like a giant, his hands and a~ 
working as though, with the beginning of the 
thousand lives had entered every member. 

"At first this happened without disturban 
effect of this composition, for the disappeara 
appearance of his body was synchronous with t he 
away and [the] swelling of the music; but, a l 
the genius ran ahead of the orchestra and the . ' dlsappeared at the forte passages and appeared 
the piano. Now danger was imminent, and, at 
critical moment, Kapellmesiter Umlauf took the 
commander's staff [from Beethoven's hand] and i·n===~"1 
to the orchestra that he alone was to be foll o · 

"For a time Beethoven noticed nothing of 
change. When he finally observed it, [however,. 
smile came to his lips which--if ever one whic 
fate permitted me to see can be called so--dese 
be called 'heavenly.'" 

Thank you. 
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This year marks the quincentenary of Columbus' 
discovery o f the New World, and one week from now we 
cele br ate his day! 


