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ORDINARY TIME: VIRGINIA WOOLF AND THUCYDIDES ON WAR

I like the way Thucydides begins his account of the hostilities between Athenians and Peloponnesians that we call the Peloponnesian War. The account begins Book 2 of his History. For he has spent Book I telling what happened before the beginning, which he calls “archaeology.” His archaeology reads like a swirling dust of anecdotes and speech and usual pretexts and true causes. His beginning, on the other hand, is sharp. He names seven different ways of telling time:


               The thirty years’ truce which had been concluded

               after the capture of Euboea remained unbroken

               for 14 years; but in the 15th year, when Chrysis

               was in the 48th year of her priesthood at Argos,

               and Ainesias was ephor at Sparta, and Pythodoros

               had still 4 months to serve as archon at Athens,

               in the 16th month after the battle of Potidaea,

               at the opening of spring, some Thebans, a little more

               than 300 in number, entered under arms into Plataea

               about the first watch of the night.…

(2.2.1)



Thucydides fixes the commencement of the war according to the forms of reckoning customary in the three most important Hellenic states; we learn how they tell time in Argos and Sparta and Athens. How people tell time is an intimate and local fact about them. Thucydides sets us on a high vantage point above such facts, so that we look down as if at a map of the Greek states and see lives churning forward there—each in its own time zone, its own system of measures, its own local names. Soon this manifold will fuse into one time and system, under the name of war. But first we see it as hard separate facts.

Then we see separateness caught in a larger necessity. For the local time zones of Argos, Sparta and Athens are framed by reference to the capture of Euboea and the battle of Potidaea, two historical events detailed by Thucydides himself in Book I of his History. A historian’s account will necessarily encompass local ways of telling time. Still, even this is not final.

Historiographical time is itself bound by the habits of nature. Thucydides decided military history should be dated as to campaigning seasons. “The events of the war have been recorded in the order of their occurrence, summer by summer and winter by winter,” he says at the beginning of Book II (2.1.1). Naturally he locates the affair of the Thebans who entered Plataea, which triggered the war and so came just before the first summer, “at the opening of spring …” (2.1.2).

And perhaps because he himself did not sleep well—for he wrote his History from exile, having been banished in 424 B.C. for failing to prevent the reduction of Amphipolis, and may have stayed awake for twenty years somewhere in Thrace or the Peloponnese, following the war with close attention by day and writing up his notes at night—he marks the start of that long interval: “about the first watch of the night.…”

Virginia Woolf wrote “The Mark on the Wall” at the start of the First World War. She too begins with chronology. But she does not, like Thucydides, rise above ordinary time to a high point and look down on other people, other people’s reckonings. She stays in her own time. She stays right in the middle. “It was in the middle of January in the present year when I …” But how do you know what is the middle? As time it is vague. Its borders reach to the edges of what one saw from where one sat. What one saw was fire, yellow light on pages, chrysanthemums in a round glass bowl, cigarette smoke, burning coals, an old fancy of crimson flags and red knights riding up the black rock. What one saw was the middle of time. One saw nothing happening there, for nothing ever happens there. Until it does. “To my relief the sight of the mark interrupted.…”

For Virginia Woolf, as for Thucydides, it is important to mark the beginning of war. Otherwise, and so easily, it will lose itself into the middle of time…“always the most mysterious of losses.” No photographs of ruined houses or dead bodies are yet in evidence in 1914. And Thucydides tells us the Thebans entered Plataea “because they foresaw war coming and wished to get Plataea while there was still peace, war being not yet obvious” (2.2.3). Indeed, little was obvious that night. The Thebans slipped into Plataea unobserved, by intrigue of some partisans within the town, then at once lost track of their own strategy. Their plan had been clear: to attack immediately. Instead they grounded their arms in the marketplace, sat down, and proclaimed a negotiation. Why? It was the beginning of their death. Thucydides offers no explanation—“what an accidental affair this living is after all our civilization,” says Virginia Woolf. Meanwhile the Plataeans were dismantling their civilization from the inside—digging through the party walls between their houses in order to gather and sally forth in strength against the Thebans. They waited for the blackness before dawn.

They attacked.

“With one’s hair flying back like the tail of a race horse,” says Virginia Woolf of the rapidity of life. Death too is rapid—in panic streets on a moonless night (“for these things took place at the end of the month,” Thucydides notes [2.4.2]) and it was raining, not just rain but stones and ceramic tiles from women and slaves who stood on the roofs and pelted the Thebans, screaming. They died because in the black substance of someone else’s night all the streets looked the same…“all so casual, all so haphazard.…” All the trees looked like men. Someone barred the gate where they had come in, not with a proper door pin but the spike of a javelin: no rules to go by anymore! And perhaps it was from this they suddenly knew, as they ran slipping in mud, that peace was over and war was on. For peace is a matter of generalizations. “Sunday afternoon walks, Sunday luncheons, and also ways of speaking of the dead, clothes and habits—like the habit of sitting all together in a room until a certain hour although nobody liked it. There was a rule for everything.” Whereas in war—“shot out at the feet of God entirely naked!” she says and he describes the naked Thebans taken alive in a room at the end of a street. Whether or not they were hostages in a technical sense is unclear. Certainly Thebes negotiated with Plataea for their lives in good faith and afterward alleged that the Plataeans promised on oath to restore them (2.5.5). Plataea denies an oath was sworn (2.5.6). “Once a thing’s done, no one ever knows how it happened,” she says. “There will be nothing but spaces of light and dark.” Was it a space of light or of dark where all those who had been taken captive were slain, 180 in number, including Eurymachos with whom the partisans had originally treated, so that the herald on his arrival found not a stalk upright.

At the beginning of war, when rules and time and freedom are just starting to slip off the lines, you can sit and think quietly about a mark on the wall. Is it black, is it a hole, made by a nail or some round substance, in certain lights does it not seem actually to project from the wall, “to cast a perceptible shadow”? Speculation is “agreeably philosophic,” she says and compares herself to a retired colonel speculating about some small mounds on the South Downs. Are they tombs or camps? Does it matter? Once war gets going, most camps will be tombs soon enough. Thucydides tells us that war got going right after Plataea:


               Nothing paltry in the designs of either side: they

               were strong for war and not without reason.

(2.8.1)



Reason and strength belong to the beginning. “For at the beginning men all take hold more sharply,” he says of the Athenians and Peloponnesians as they laid themselves into war (2.8.1). And pursuing his meditation on time—flesh of the world, fed into war, not coming back—he adds:


               Just then, youth—which was abundant in the Peloponnese,

               abundant among the Athenians—youth (due to its inexperience)

               embraced the war.

(2.8.1)



Time embraces youth, youth embraces war. See the circles fit one upon the other. See them move and slip, turning around a center which becomes gradually emptier, gradually darker, until it is as black as a mark on the wall.

Virginia Woolf concludes “The Mark on the Wall” abruptly. Amidst speculation she notices someone standing over her who says: “I’m going out to buy a newspaper.”

The odd thing is, and although incidental it may be the reason why she ends the essay this way, you grasp at once without any mention of the fact that someone is a man. He could no more be a woman than Thucydides. Not only because of his need for newspapers and view of the war (“Though it’s no good buying newspapers.… Nothing ever happens. Curse this war…!”) but because he at once identifies the mark on the wall as what it is. A snail is a snail. Even in the off hours, men know marks.

In his History Thucydides begins the war “at the opening of spring.” After that he notices only campaigning seasons: ordinary time is marked “by summers and winters.” Spring disappears. So it was winter, less than twelve months after the incident at Plataea, when the Athenians, using a custom of their fathers, gave burial at public expense to those who had fallen in the first year of the war. Over them Pericles pronounced a funeral oration, wherein he is said to have remarked that the vanishing of young men from the country was as if the spring were taken out of the year (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1411a3; cf. 1365a32). “There is a vast upheaval of matter,” says Virginia Woolf just before she notices someone standing over her. And in a letter (written some years later) she recalls the moment:


I shall never forget the day I wrote “The Mark on the Wall”—all in a flash, as if flying, after being kept stone breaking for months … and then Leonard came in and I drank my milk and concealed my excitement.

(letter to Ethel Smyth, 16 October 1930)




EPITAPH: ZION


Murderous little world once our objects had gazes. Our lives

               Were fragile, the wind

Could dash them away. Here lies the refugee breather

               Who drank a bowl of elsewhere.




FIRST CHALDAIC ORACLE


There is something you should know.

And the right way to know it

is by a cherrying of your mind.




Because if you press your mind towards it

and try to know

that thing




as you know a thing,

you will not know it.

It comes out of red




with kills on both sides,

it is scrap, it is nightly,

it kings your mind.




No. Scorch is not the way

to know

that thing you must know.




But use the hum

of your wound

and flamepit out everything




right to the edge

of that thing you should know.

The way to know it




is not by staring hard.

But keep chiselled

keep Praguing the eye




of your soul and reach—

mind empty

towards that thing you should know




until you get it.

That thing you should know.

Because it is out there (orchid) outside your and, it is.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_003_r1.jpg
Hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate hate.
Hate hate hate hate hate hate hate love hate.
Love love love love love love love love love.
Love hate love love love love love love love.
Why why why why why why why why why why.
Why why why why why T why why why why why.
TITITTTITIITIIIIITINIIIIIIIITINIIL
TTTTIIIITTIIII Twhy ITTTTTTIIITTTIIIL.





OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Men in the Off Hours

RSON

VINTAGE CONTEMPORARIES
Vintage Books
A Division of Random House, Inc.

New York





OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_001_r1.jpg
VISR

The unique,
eludes discourse. Artaud's adventure

as Derrida puts it,

resists clinical or critical exegesis, it
is a protest against exemplification

itself. Artaud habitually destroys the
history of If as an example,
history of a difference between his

body and his mind, history that
doctors and critics are combing and
scouring after to com
He wants both to speak and to for-
bid his speech being spirited away
(soufflée: Derrida) and placed in an
order of truth for commentary.
“Artaud knew that all speech fallen
from the body, offering itself to
derstanding or reception, offer
ing itself as spectacle, is stolen
. To speak in s
the theft blocks itself. His theater

ent on it.

cha way that

of cruelty is where he stages public
attempts at this. But the prior stage
is mind. “Something is destroying
my thinking, something furtive
which takes away from me the

words which 1 found” To have
thoughts which even he himself will
not want to steal and repeat as
speech. He must become so boring
or abhorrent to himself that his
language does not eavesdrop on its

own calls.

kilzi
trakilzi
faildor
barabama
baraba

mince

o dedi
o dada orzoura

o dou zoura

o dada skizi

What holes, and made of what®






OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
Men in the Off Hours

ANNE CARSON






OEBPS/images/Cars_9780307557872_epub_cvt_r1.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





