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in the 1950s by our late member, that eternal maverick 
Woodie Garber. With its butterfly roof, both natural 
and novel artificial materials and colors, and its 
early use of a "split-level" format, this Maxwell House 
was rather daring for Cincinnati. It is, however, 
featured in the book as transformed by Carl A. Strauss 
& Associates for Lhe young family of contemporary art 
collector Andy Stillpass. 

And, finally, among the most surprising 
discoveries for me as I assembled material for the book 
were two relating to Philip Johnson, now the 
nonagenarian dean of American, indeed world, 
architects. Not only was James Geier's underground 
house by a lake in Indian Hill possibly the last 
private residence designed by Johnson except for his 
famous, evolving "Glass House" complex in New Canaan, 
Connecticut, but our own Guido Gores' brother Landis 
Gores was Johnson's first partner. Together they 
designed a beach-house, also attributed to the great 
Mies van der Rohe, in Sagaponack, Long Island, for the 
Eugene Farnys of Cincinnati. Obviously, our next book 
of Great Houses will have to focus on the summer, 
winter, and country residences of Cincinnatians. Who 
will be the first to provide Alice and me with a travel 
grant for this eminently worthy cause? 

TO MAKE A WORLD 

March 9, 1998 James R. Bridgeland, Jr. 

Not long ago I came across a saying by Blaize 
Pascal which both intrigued and puzzled me. It was one 
of those pithy aphorisms one feels is pregnant with 
meaning, but about which one is not sure. The quote, 
which I later discovered had been taken out of context, 



421 

appeared in an article decrying the pace of modern 
life. Here is what Pascal was reported to have said: 

The sale cause of man's unhappiness 
is that he does not know how to stay 
quietly in his own room . 

Now I keep a notebook in which among other 
thi~gs, I jot,down thought provokin~ sayings, and I 
dutlf~lly copled Pascal's maxim into it. To be honest 
when l~ comes to quotes like this, my notebook serves ' 
as a klnd of dodge. Putting them there provides me an 
e~cuse for not thinking too much about them at the 
t~me. I tell myself I'll come back and give them the 
consideration they deserve, but seldom do, More often 
than not they lie forgotten. This saying of Pascal's 
w~uld not lea~e me, however. It kept popping into my 
mlnd at odd tlmes, puzzling me as to what he meant. 

My first thought was that he was merely tweaking 
us for always wanting to be doing something, for our 
"busyness," as it were. If this is what he meant , I 
felt he was overstating his case. To be always out and 
doing might be a just criticism of many, but there are 
now, and have always been, those who like to be alone, 
or, to use Pascal's metaphor, who know how to stay 
quietly in their own rooms. For example, we here at 
the Literary Club have intellectual interests and these 
are typically pursued alone. 

Indeed, the virtues of solitude have been lauded 
probably from the first days man became a reflecting 
animal. It was Scipio Africanus who said more than 
2000 years ago, "I am never less alone than when 
alone. " We all know of Thoreau's retreat to the woods 
at Walden where he went to "work his feet to the bottom 
of things." Solitude to him was clearly a positive 
state, as evidenced by his comment that he "never found 
the companion that was so companionable as solitude." 
Even someone so much a part of today's celebrity world 
as the contemporary writer Mario Pu:£;o, author of The 
Godfather, believes in staying quietly at home. When 
asked by a reporter why, he quoted his mother with 
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approval: "Stay at home, Mariu," she o.dvised him, 
"only bad things happen to you outside." 

My next thought was that perhaps Pascal did not 
mean we are incapable of staying by ourselves so much 
as that we do not know how to use properly those times 
we are alone. Did he believe we dawdle away these 
hours without benefit to ourselves or others? Perhaps, 
but this wasn't persuasive either. Another possible 
construction was that we are such social creatures, so 
naturally disposed to be in company with others, that 
we become restless and unhappy when alone. In the end, 
no interpretation of what he had said seemed quite 
right to me. 

Having puzzled off and on over the philosopher's 
meaning, I finally decided the only way I was going to 
satisfy myself as to what he was getting at was to find 
the context in which he had delivered his maxim. As I 
suspected, it is included among his sayings in Les 
Pensees, which one might translate as "thoughts" or 
"reflections." Consisting largely of a collection of 
ideas which he never fully developed, Pascal's 
reflections are not easy to understand, as evidenced by 
the trouble I was having with the one I've quoted. He 
did not live to collect his reflections himself so 
there is the further confusion of our not knowing how 
he might have edited or arranged them. According to 
one of his translators, all this has left Les Pensees 
open to "wildly differing personal interpretations." 
Given their inhprent uncertainty, what I say to you 
tonight about his maxim may be infected by my own 
construction, though I think when I came finally to 
look at the source, I was able to discern at last what 
he was saying. 

As I read him, Pascal believed we can't bear to be 
alone, or to put it figuratively as he does, to stay 
quietly in our rooms, because our very natures require 
distraction from serious thought. He says we want to 
be happy, but if we remain by ourselves we cannot be 
for, in our solitude, we will think of our feeble and 
mortal state which, according to Pascal, is so wretched 
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that when we give thought to our misfortunes nothing 
can console us for them. Since we cannot cure the 
menaces of ignorance, suffering and death wh i ch assault 
us in this life, he says we divert ourselves from these 
sober thoughts by concentrating on other things, by 
turning to careers and amusements for example. In 
other words, we look to where we can find the fuss and 
flurry to distract us from our human state. 

He goes on to say that we believe success in our 
careers and amusements will bri ng us happiness and 
repose, but that we are mistaken to think this . We may 
think that achieving the goals of the occupations and 
entertainments which fill our days will bring u s peace 
of mind, but they will not. We no sooner achieve that 
sought-after promotion, or lower our golf handicap, 
than we look for something more. What we have 
accomplished is never enough. Boredom sets in and we 
seek yet another goal to achieve or form of excitement 
to distract us. 

While Pascal tells us in Les Pensees we are wrong 
to believe that our diversions can bring us to a state 
of rest, contrary to what the literary language of his 
maxim implies, he does not suggest there is anything 
good to be found by us in solitary contemplation. 
Indeed, he criticizes philosophers who scold us for 
avoiding solitude and for spending our days in 
ceaseless activity, arguing that s uch critics have but 
a poor knowledge of our human nature. While, according 
to Pascal, the outcome of our act ivities, no matter how 
successful, can not insulate us ult imately from the 
solemn realities of suffering and death, or even keep 
us satisfied for long, they do have the present effect 
of taking our minds off more sober matters. The relief 
we can hope to get from our diversions is only 
temporary, however. Even worse, and here is where I 
found myself rejecting him, Pascal would have us 
believe that no amount of self examination or personal 
effort can ever bring us to a state of repose, for 
according to him, we can never find peace through our 
own efforts. 
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As I've said, the more I thought about what Pascal 
asserted, the more I resisted it. I could not accept 
that we are unable to stay for long quietly alone and 
contemplate life's serious inevitabilities. That is 
not to say this isn't difficult. It is. Certainly we 
can find reasons in the immutable conditions of our 
lives to be disconsolate. On this point I would agree 
with Pascal. Like Hamlet, we know that we shall suffer 
"the heartache, and the thousand natural shocks that 
flesh is heir to." Our bodies are frail; love can be 
fickle, social life insincere, habits diminishing and 
routine deadening. But is it a necessary or even a 
desirable means of surcease to divert our minds from 
thoughts of our sufferings and death with ceaseless 
activity? Are we so incapable of pondering our 
mortality? Can it be said that being mindful of the 
inevitability of our own suffering and end is a bad 
thing after all? 

During the days I was thinking about all of this, 
I came across something Marcel Proust had written. In 
the 1920's a Paris newspaper asked a number of French 
celebrities to say what they would do in their last 
hours if scientists should announce a natural 
catastrophe was to destroy the world at a given time in 
the near future. For the most part answers ranged from 
bravado to despair, and could be said to support 
Pascal's view that we do not want to think about our 
own death. Proust, however, provided the editors a 
very different reply. Here is his answer: 

I think that life would suddenly seem 
wonderful to us if we were threatened to die 
as you say. Just think of how many projects, 
travels, love affairs, studies, it-our life
-hides from us, made invisible by our 
laziness which, certain of a future, delays 
them incessantly. 

But let all this threaten to become 
impossible for ever, how beautiful it would 
become again! Ah! if only the cataclysm 
doesn't happen this time, we won't miss 



visiting the new galleries of the Louvre, 
throwing ourselves at the feet of Miss X, 
making a trip to India. 
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The cataclysm doesn 't happen, we don't 
do any of it, because we find ourselves back 
in the heart of normal life, where negligence 
deadens desire. And yet we shouldn't have 
needed the cataclysm to love life today . It 
should have been enough to think that we are 
humans, and that death may come this evening. 

As you can see, Proust's view of our capacity to 
deal with our mortality is directly opposite to 
Pascal's. He thinks that being heedful of death i s 
desirable, not repugnant, and t hat we would become 
better attached to life if we were more mindful of the 
inevitability and relative immediacy of its end. 
According to Proust, so long as we see no end in sight, 
we go our ways and do not experience life as we should. 
Can it be that the dissatisfact ions about which Pascal 
speaks are due to the inattentive way we live rather 
than to anything irretrievably morose about the human 
experience itself, I began to wonder? 

It does seem that the prospect of death can cause 
us to open our eyes and see dif ferent y, as Proust 
suggests. We laugh when we think of Samuel Johnson's 
well - known witticism. "Depend upon it, Sir," he said, 
"when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it 
concentrates his mind wonderful ly." We laugh, but at 
the same time we know there is real insight in what 
Johnson says. The immediate sense of death can focus 
us on life. And, as Proust wrote, awareness of our 
mortality can cause us to re-evaluate our priorities. 
Life takes on a different cast and we are made to ask 
ourselves if the way we have been living is the way we 
should be living. 

As I was thinking about all this, something 
Dostoyevsky wrote came to mind. In The Brothers 
Karamazov he illustrates in a dramatic way how the 
awareness of death can lead to a revision in the way we 
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look at life. Dostoyevsky describes in his novel the 
death of Father Zossima's brother. This young man, who 
has been inattentive, irreverent and disdainful, learns 
that he is to die soon of a galloping consumption. 
Awareness of his approaching death causes a remarkable 
change in him. He does not despair, but rather takes 
on a radiant happiness which those around him find hard 
to understand. 

The window of the young man's sick room looked out 
into the garden and it was spring. Watching the trees 
coming into bud and listening to the birds singing in 
their branches, he saw that there was a glory all 
around, something he had not bothered to see before. 
He felt that he had been dishonoring the birds, the 
trees, the meadows and the sky by not noticing their 
beauty and glory. When the short time the boy had to 
live was intimated to him, he was not dispirited, and 
comforted those near to him by saying, "Why reckon the 
days? One day is enough for a man to know all 
happiness. II He tells his mother she need not grieve, 
assuring her that IIlife is paradise, . . but we won't 
see it; if we would, we should have heaven on earth the 
next day." 

A cynic might say this young man was merely 
delusional, and that there is nothing to be gained by 
us from Dostoyevsky's story. But clearly the artist 
wants to show us that it does matter how we see the 
world and that awareness of our mortality can be life 
inspiriting, and need not be despair dealing. 

This one stanza poem of Emily Dickinson's 
expresses well, I think, what Dostoyevsky's young man 
experienced, and what the poet thinks we can experience 
as well: 

A Death blow is a Life blow to Some 
Who till they died, did not alive become - -
Who had they lived, had died but when 
They died, Vitality begun. 
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As I continued to think about Pascal's aphorism 
and the opposing views of Proust and Dickinson, I 
became even more convinced that Pascal was wrong. It 
was becoming clear to me that it is not death we fear 
so much as not having lived. Then too, that it is how 
we look at the world that determines what we see there, 
and that if we allow ourselves to be caught up in the 
ceaseless activity to which Pascal refers, we may never 
learn to look at all. If what Dostoyevsky shows us is 
true, it would seem that without perception of a kind 
different from how we experience life ordinarily, we 
will not discover a way of living that will permit us 
repose in the face of life's heartaches and our 
mortality. Can we find the will, the energy and the 
discipline to use our lives as instruments of 
perception? Can we learn to live life intensely, as 
Dostoyevsky's young man at the last learned to do? 

And, to return to Pascal's aphorism, if we are to 
come to such a state of living, won't we have to learn 
the virtues of being alone? Jean-Paul Sarte once said, 
"Hell is other people." Now those who know anything 
about Sarte know he did not live a sequestered life. 
He, like us, was a social person. What he meant was 
that we must get clear of society's restraints and 
malign influences to live fully. Solitude permits us 
to see ourselves and the world without distraction, 
without having to put a face on, without having to 
conform to the expectations of others or to play a 
part. 

It is especially hard, I think, to have an 
authentic life of discrimination and passion if one 
immerses one's life in today's culture. America has 
long been thought by many, and especially its writers 
and artists, to be insensitive. This is why so many 
have gone abroa~ to live and work. Whatever the 
justice of this criticism in the past, we have a 
present society that is too much taken up by the 
trivial, a culture where shallow, sentimental feelings 
are taken too seriously, and where the fake is 
preferred to the real and celebrity is honored over 



428 

greatness. 
school us. 

In short, a culture where we find little to 

Here are two small examples of just how absurd we 
have become. I saw recently where people were lining 
up for hours to get Ivana Trump's Qutograph, and not so 
long ago, I heard it announced that a very mediocre 
wine is being marketed successfully by associating it 
with celebrities. It was reported with considerable 
satisfaction by the marketers of this pop wine that 
their "Dean Martin" and "Patsy Cline" were moving 
smartly and that "Lucille Ball" was popular as "an 
impulsive red." The wine was promoted as having the 
virtue of being fresh and for the fact there were no 
deposits on the bottles. Special purchases entitled 
the buyer to CD's and the celebrity's picture. 

We may simply be amused by the fact these insipid 
wines can be sold successfully with no requirement that 
they have any intrinsic quality of their own. Why 
should we care, we might ask, safe in our superior 
knowledge that such wines will never find their way 
into our cellars. But it does matter, for these things 
are symptomatic. You and I are living in a world of 
pseudo reality, or to use the less pejorative term, 
"virtual" reality, where the fake is, more often than 
not, preferred to the real, if the fake can be dressed 
up with enough alluring irrelevancies. 

Writing in the New York Times last year, Ada 
Huxtable, architecture critic and historian, warned 
that we are all in the way of losing our sense of 
reality. Synthetic settings and surrogate experience 
are becoming the preferred way in America. She says 
evidence is to be found everywhere and points by way of 
illustration to places like our theme parks and Disney 
World where we are told we can experience castles, 
Egyptian pyramids, and even South American rain forests 
right here at home. Replicas of New York's most famous 
buildings are among the new attractions at Las Vegas. 
"Why go to the Big Apple," the promoters ask, when you 
can see it all in Nevada, with bells and whistles and 
without the inconveniences and risks of the real thing? 
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Millions of us make our pilgrimages to these places 
each year. Those who know the real architecture and 
its setting will be repelled by the poverty of the Las 
Vegas reinvention, but will someone who can accept the 
fake ever hope to understand and appreciate the 
genuine? And, as the environment in which we all live 
becomes even more permeated by the phony, can any of us 
hope to escape its effects? 

Virtual reality has so permeated our culture that 
even,art mu~eum~ are infected by it. The gift s hop 
selll~g coples lS the most popular spot in any museum 
and vldeo screens showing repli cas of the pictures are 
found by many to be more interesting than the gallerie s 
themselves. Art scholars are us ing computers to write 
their dissertations without ever seeing the original 
art. How will their eyes be trained to discriminate if 
direct contact is no longer required? No matter how 
technically perfect the reproduct ion, there is no 
substitute for the direct experience for it is just 
those elusive elements that make a painting great which 
are lost in the copy. 

Even war, which in the past has been one of those 
cataclysmic events which overrode the narrow interests 
of the individual, causing people to take hold of 
themselves and to consider the meaning of their 
existence, has become artificial to us. You will 
remember how we watched the Gulf War on television, as 
much for entertainment as for information, as we would 
a network show. I once heanl i:i philosophy professor 
lament this. Bothered by the unreal way people were 
experiencing the war because of how it was presented at 
horne, he determined to find out wha t it was like for 
those who were there. He first asked a female student 
who had been to Iran in the army. "Oh, I wasn't in the 
fighting," she answered brightly, "but I watched it on 
TV, didn't you?" Dissatisfied with her answer, he 
found a young pilot who had flown in combat. "It was a 
blast," the young man enthused as r:e described his 
firing instruments which allowed hlm to lock on and 
fire just like a video game without ever seeing Lhe 
enemy or the devastation he had caused. How this boy's 
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experience of war contrasted, I thought, to that of the 
men you can to this day still find walking alone on the 
landing beaches of Normandy. Men who come back year 
after year to contemplate in solitude their war 
experiences, trying to fathom that dark and ineffable 
time they felt had brought them closer to reality than 
they had ever come before or since. 

What I've tried to suggest so far is that if we 
merely immerse ourselves in society and accept its 
norms, we cannot hope to be instructed in important 
things. If we allow ourselves to be drawn along by our 
occupations and the diversions that society holds out 
to us, there may be a whole world of reality we will b e 
misoing, a world that we can only perceive when we are 
alone and thus not preoccupied with others. At the 
heart of Sarte's observation, "Hell is other people, II 

was his conviction that we have the power to make our 
own worlds, and that part of our human essence is that 
we are free to choose what we will be. But we cannot 
do this if we are occupied perpetually by what society 
imposes on us, for society whittles away our 
inferiority until we are reduced to mere social 
constructs. He believed that in this way of existing 
we lose the power to live passionately, responsibly and 
joyfully. 

This is not to suggest that we should become 
reclusive. But it is to say that we should learn that 
there is a vision and a profound happiness we can 
experience only when we are alone. William Carlos 
Williams understood this and expressed it in one of his 
poems this way: 

When I am alone I am happy. 
The air is cool. The sky is 
flecked and splashed and wound 
with color. The crimson phalloi 
of the sassafras leaves 
hang crowded before me 
in shoals in the heavy branches . 



When I reach my doorstep 
I am greeted by 
the happy shrieks of my children 
and my heart sinks. 
I am crushed. 

Are not my children as dear to me 
as falling leaves or 
must one become stupid 
to grow older? 
It seems much as if Sorrow 
had tripped up my heels. 

Let us see, let us see! 
What did I plan to say to her 
when it should happen to me 
as it has happened now? 
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Williams loved his wife and two boys. He was a 
good husband and father to them a ll his life. Then why 
does he say his heart sinks, rather than respond 
positively, as our social expectations would dictate, 
when he hears his childrens' happy s hrieks? What he 
knew was that the deep personal communion he was 
experiencing with things around him was lost when he 
reached his doorstep. No longer alone, he knew he must 
cede to others his private self, as he took up his 
social role of parent and husband. His direct 
connection to the life around him was broken, and duty 
caused him to think of what he ought to say to his 
wife. No matter how warm and loving his family 
relationships, no matter how life enhancing in other 
respects, he knew they could not carry him to those 
places he had gone in solitude. 

Williams' insistence on experiencing deeply the 
objects before him, the particular , the tangible, and 
his refusing to move from that into those abstractions 
which society lives by and which distance all of us 
from the concreteness of life, can be a lesson for us. 
Williams wanted to be rooted in life's everydayness. 
That he was is shown by the fac~ hp. cnlJlrl m8kp. pnp.~ry 
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out of the simplest things around him. But he could 
only do so by being alone. 

something Albert Camus wrote is germane here, I 
believe. Camus said it is not the quality of life tha t 
counts but the quantity. My first thought in reading 
this years ago was that Camus had got it backwards; 
that of course it was life's quality not its quantity 
that mattered. What I understand now, and did not 
understand then, is that he was not referring to time 
when he spoke of quantity; that is, to how long or how 
short a life is allotted to us, DuL rather to the dept 
and vividness of our immediate experience. He 
distinguishes this from the outward character of the 
experience itself. 

Again, Marcel Proust will serve to illustrate 
Camus' point. In an essay he wrote on the French 
painter Jean-Baptiste Chardin, Proust asks us to 
imagine a young man of limited means who is 
experiencing a dreary daily moment in his middle class 
dining room after the meal has been eaten but not 
cleared way. The young man is dreaming of things 
enjoyed by the rich, the beautiful objects, the 
splendid houses, the places of natural beauty, what we 
understand to be the "quality" things of material life. 
The contrast between these things he is longing for and 
the quality of his own rooms and mundane objects on the 
table before him is filling him with black despair. 

Proust tells us he would take this young man from 
his simple rooms, bring him to the Louvre and place him 
before Chardin's paintings. You will recall that 
Chardin was a painter of homey scenes of middle class 
living, including many still lifes with objects on 
ta~les such as those where the young man was sitting. 
ObJects that to the boy reflected back nothing but his 
own boredom, to Chardin's seeing eye were filled with 
color, texture and light. They were objects that 
became beautiful to those who would but see each 
~bject conjur~ng up meaning as joyous to th~ heart as 
lt ~as mysterlous to the understanding. Proust 
belleved that when Chardin had revealed to the young 
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man how he could experience the s imple world around him 
by opening his eyes to it, it would no longer seem 
desolate but would always have something to charm, some 
witchery to dazzle, some mystery to reveal. It was 
only the young man's inattention, his preoccupation 
with dreams of rich things that made him blind to the 
great "quantity" of life that lay before him. 

Now I suppose Pascal might assert that what 
Chardin's paintings offer us is only an aesthetic 
experience, another dist r ac ting pleasure as it were, 
the effect of which, for all its artistry, is but to 
divert us from, rather than to mitigate, the tragedy of 
our mortality. If Chardin's were merely beautiful 
pictures, this might be true. But his paintings give 
us more than aesthetic pleasure, they show us how to 
see, and I have come to believe the ability to see and 
experience can have a profound effect on our attitudes 
toward life and toward our death as well. 

To understand the difference the way we see and 
experience things can make, it helps me to consider 
Camus' story of Sisyphus, the mythical figure who, 
having angered the gods, was condemned to ceaselessly 
push a great rock to the top of a mountain, only to see 
it fall back of its own weight. Must not the 
consciousness of his absurd task lead him to despair? 
One might think so. But this was not true for 
Sisyphus. He did not despai r, but triumphed. 
Acknowledging the crushing truth of the rock, he 
defeated the gods by making the rock his. Every nuance 
of the stone, every feature of the mountain, every 
strain of muscl e became his to experience. These were 
enough to fill his heart and to make him happy. 

We might 
Aware at last 
blameless for 
or sought his 
did neither. 
directly, and 
cool hand, he 

consider, also, poor blind Oedipus. 
of his awful fat e and knowing he was 
it, he might have raged against the gods 
rest in forgetfulness. But in the end he 
He found peace by experiencing life 
as he felt the touch of his daughter's 
could say with reverent conviction, "I 
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have what is dearest to me. To die now would not be 
terrible." 

I have believed for a long time that our writers, 
poets and artists can show us how to convert our 
phenomenal world to wisdom, if we will but stay quiet 
and attend to them. Emily Dickinson, as I've already 
suggested, is for me one of those poets who has rare 
power to do this. Disparaged by some as a recluse for 
her private ways, she had a way of seeing that made a 
cosmos of the small world of her Amherst home. She 
employed all that was close at hand to see beyond to 
the transcendent. This passage from one of her poems 
will serve to illustrate: 

This World is not Conclusion. 
A Species stands beyond- -
Invisible, as Music - -
But positive as Sound- -
It beckons, and it bafflees- -
Philosophy- -don't know- -
And through a Riddle, at the last - -
Sagacity, must go - -
To guess it, puzzles scholars- -
To gain it, Men have borne 
Contempt of Generations 
And Crucifixion, shown- -
Faith slips- - and laughs, and rallies- -
Blushes, if any see- -
Plucks at a twig of Evidence 
And asks a Vane, the way- -
Much Gesture, from the Pulpit- -
Strong Hallelujahs roll - -
Narcotics cannot still the Tooth 
That nibbles at the soul - -

What Dickinson shows us is that we cannot rely on 
philosophy or on human sagacity alone. Nor can 
traditional church services still the tooth of doubt 
that nibbles at us. The~e are too small. Still, 
Dickinson believes that what she calls "heaven" is not 
beyond our capacity to experience, as Dostoyevsky's 
young man perceived, for it is here around us, albeit 



beyond the ability of our rational m~nd~ alone to 
grasp. Here is how she expresses thls In another of 
her poems: 

Heaven is so far of Mind 
That were the mind dissolved- -
The Site- - 0£ it - -by Architect 
Could not again be proved- -

Then, referring again to Heaven: 

Tis vast- -as our capacity 
As far - -as our idea - -
To Him of adequate desire 
No further 'tis, than Here- -
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Dickinson was not religious in the orthodox or 
doctrinal sense. But she saw the world as numinous , as 
revealing things beyond our reason, things that only 
the heart can know. She wanted to bring us to a 
consciousness of our part of a divinity, a divinity 
stripped of theological trapp ings, and at the same time 
to understand that the way we see th i ngs, the way we 
receive the world and the way we allow our imaginations 
to operate in it, is of ultimate i mportance. It was 
important, she thought, because it is a means whereby 
we can attain both refinement and splendor. She 
believed each of us had what she called " the skill of 
life," and that each of us can "give or take of 
heaven," as she put it. The aim of her life , to use 
her words, was to be "adequate, erect and crowned." 
From all that I've learned about her, this is what her 
attentiveness and contemplation in solitude allowed her 
to become. 

As I've said, for me writers, poets and artists 
can be mentors in showing us how to live joyously in 
the face of our mortality. ~hey are the liminal 
figures- -those who can open the way for us to get 
beyond mundane every day living . We have only to be 
quiet and attend to them, fo r they are truth tellers. 
But it will not do simply to accept their word . 
Immersion in other men's or women's work, for all the 
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gre at benefit this communion offers, is but at the 
threshold of our spiritual life. It can introduce us 
to greater perception but it does not constitute that 
perception. Reading Dostoyevsky, Williams, Proust or 
Dickinson only to be knowledgeable about what they have 
written will not advance us in our quest, for they are 
a means, not an end. We must be the readers not just 
of them, but of ourselves. Artists offer their work 
not for abstract information, but to help us to see and 
feel what, without their work, we might never have 
experienced. They are a stimulus to our personal 
activity, but are now the activity itself. What they 
show us, must become our experience as well, for 
recognition in our own minds and hearts of what the 
artist has seen is the only proof of its veracity. 
Only when we are able to say, "Yes, yes, I see that 
too," will we know that it is true. Without this 
personal experience, this self-seeing, they are nothing 
more than yet another distraction, albeit a noble one. 
Walt Whitman understood this. In his "Song of Myself," 
he questions and advises us as follows: 

Have you reckon'd a thousand acres much? 
have you reckon'd the earth much? 

Have you practis'd so long to learn to read? 
Have you felt so proud to get at the meaning of 

poems? 
Stop this day and night with me, and you shall 

possess the origin of all poems; 
You shall possess the good of the earth and sun- -

(there are millions of suns left) 
You shall no longer take things at second or third 

hand, nor look L11Luuyll the eyets of the dead, nor 
feed on the spectres in books; 

You shall not look through my eyes either, nor 
take things from me: 

You shall listen to all sides, and filter them 
from yourself. 

Coming to the end of his life, in a last letter to 
his friend Charles Morice, Paul Gaughin spoke of the 
confused uncertainties that reliance on social 
expectations alone had created for the artists of his 



437 

age. He spoke of how as a result of this.rel~ a~ce they 
had lost their imaginations to the new s Clentlflc 
trends, and how, instead of havi ng the individua l 
strength to cre a t e, they coul d only wander in 
undisciplined crowds feeling frigh t ened and los t when 
they were alone. He went o n t o s ay to Morice : 

. . . solitude is not to be 
r ecomme nded to eve ryone for you 
have to b e strong in order to bear it 
and act alone. . it is true that 
I know so little. But I prefer that 
little , which is my own creation 
and who knows whet her that little, 
when put to use by others will not become 
something big." 

Wallace Ste vens, Insurance Company lawyer and p os t 
modernist poet, living in an America not so far from 
yours and mine, has this advice for us: 

Light the f irst light of evening, as in a r oom 
In which we rest and, f or small reason, thi n k 
The world imagined i s the ultimate good. 

Th i s is, therefore, the intensest rendezvous . . , 
It ~s ~n that thought that we collect oursel v e s , 
Out of all the indifferences, into one thing: 

Within a single thing, a single shawl 
Wr appe d tightl y round u s, since we are poor, a 

warmth, 
A light, a power, the miraculous in fluence. 

Here, now, we forget ea ch other and ourselves. 
We feel the obscurity o f an order , a whol e , 
A knowledge, that which arranged the rendezvous. 

Within its vital boundary, in the mind. 
We say God and the imagination are one. 
In which being there together is en o ugh . 
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And so it is, in the end, that I come to reject 
Pascal's pessimism. His cynical view that our human 
state is so corrupt, our human recourses so limited, 
that we can never bring ourselves to know or intuit 
anything that is real. I believe like Wallace Stevens 
that we can "make a dwelling in the evening air." Yes , 
we can, in our solitude, make a world, and in making 
that world, find a place in which there is happiness 
and repose. 

TWO IRISH SAGAS 

March 16, 1998 Luther Tucker 

I· 

Months ago, when the honorable secretary's post 
card arrived with a date certain of March 16th, I knew 
I had no choice. 

First, I had to give you some feeling for the 
impact St. Patrick has had over the centuries: He was 
a Britisher, of all things, who became the patron saint 
of Ireland. That's Saga #1 . 

Skip from the fifth to the 19th century: even 
more surprising was the impact of St. Patrick's 
faithful followers in planting a strong Roman Catholic 
church in what then was this very Protestant land of 
ours, and their tremendous contribution to the 
continuing vitality of this country- and to my family 
and to mej that's Saga #2. 

But first things first: To begin Saga #1, Britain 
had been a settled orderly part of Roman civilization 
for nearly 400 years when Patrick was born. Ireland 




