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“The love of liberty is the love of others; the love of power is the love of ourselves.”

—William Hazlitt, Political Essays, 1819






INTRODUCTION

WHY ARE WE TOGETHER?

“I will deal with each aspect of this question by fragments, by unconnected pieces, because the passing from one area of knowledge to another fans the pleasure and ardour of reading. If I were to write the chapters of my book in a continuous form, each time exhausting the chosen subject, they would certainly be more complete, more comprehensive, of a nobler character. But I fear lengthy texts, and you, reader, are worthy and capable of grasping the whole by means of a few random details, and of knowing the end by learning the beginning.”

—Jahiz, The Book of Animals, IX cen.

AFTER THE TWO World Wars of the past century, the exercise of assembling and disassembling countries gave birth to two opposing impulses. One was to enlarge the notion of society, to return to an altered version of the imperialistic model under the guise of a gathering of nations, none primo inter pares, and to call this patchwork the Western World or the Society of Arab Nations, the African Confederacy or the Pacific Rim Countries, the Southern Cone or the European Union. The other was to reduce society to a minimum common denominator, tribal if not familial, based on ancient ethnic or religious roots: Transdnistria, the Basque Country, Quebec, the communities of Shiites or Sunnites, Kosovo. In both cases, composite or singular, every society we conceive into existence seeks its definition as much in a complex multiple vision of itself as in its opposition to another. Every border excludes as much as it includes, and these successive redefinitions of nation act like circles in the set theory of numbers, overlapping and intersecting one another. Caught between definitions of nationality and globalization, between endemic loyalties and a chosen or enforced exodus, the notion of identity, personal and social, has become diffuse, uncertain. Within this endless flux, what name do we assume, singly and in groups? How does interaction with others define us and define our neighbours? What are the consequences, the threats, and the responsibilities of living in a society? What happens to the language we speak, supposed to allow us to communicate among us? In fact, why are we together?

When I mentioned to Ronald Wright, whose brilliant Massey Lectures on the notion of progress were delivered a few years ago, that a possible title for my talks might be “Why are we together?” his response was: “What’s the alternative?” Of course there is no alternative. For better or for worse, we are gregarious animals, condemned to or blessed with the task of living together. My question does not imply that there is an alternative: instead, it seeks to know what some of the benefits and blights of togetherness might be, and how we manage to put this imagination of togetherness into words.

Less a question than a series of questions, less an argument than a string of observations, the subject of these lectures is a confession of bewilderment. I have discovered that, with the passing of the years, my ignorance in countless areas — anthropology, ethnology, sociology, economy, political science, and many others — has become increasingly perfected while, at the same time, a lifelong practice of haphazard readings has left me with a sort of commonplace book in whose pages I find my own thoughts put into the words of others. In the realm of storytelling I’m a little more at ease, and since stories, unlike scientific formulations, don’t expect (reject, in fact) clear-cut answers, I can muddle around in this territory without feeling bullied into providing solutions or advice. Perhaps for this reason, these talks will have something unsatisfactory about them: because my questions must remain, in the end, questions. Why do we seek definitions of identity in words, and what is, in such a quest, the storyteller’s role? How does language itself determine, limit, and enlarge our imagination of the world? How do the stories we tell help us perceive ourselves and others? Can such stories lend a whole society an identity, whether true or false? And to conclude, is it possible for stories to change us and the world we live in?

—ALBERTO MANGUEL, Mondion, 2007




        

        I.

THE VOICE OF CASSANDRA

        “Vain was the chief’s and sage’s pride
They
                had no Poet and they dyd!
In vain they schem’d, in vain they bled They had
                no Poet and are dead!”

        —Horace, Odes IV:9 [trans. Alexander Pope, 1733]

        LANGUAGE IS OUR common denominator.

        Alfred Döblin, one of the greatest novelists of the twentieth
            century, was once asked in a questionnaire why he wrote: he answered that this was a
            question he refused to ask himself. “The finished book doesn’t interest
            me,” he said, only the book that is being written, “the book to come.”
            Writing was for Döblin an action that sifted through our present into our future, a
            constant flow of language that allowed words to shape and name the reality which is
            always in the process of being formed. “Method has no place in art, folly is
            better,” he wrote in a letter to the Italian poet T. F. Marinetti,
            after Marinetti had proposed, in the Paris Figaro of February 20, 1909, that
            artists adopt a “futurist method” to implement their craft, embracing
            “action, violence and industrial change.” “Tend to your
            futurism,” Döblin instructed his effusive colleague, “I’ll tend
            to my Döblinism.” But what exactly was this “Döblinism”?
            Alfred Döblin had served as a medical officer in the German army during the First
            World War before setting up his practice in the slums of East Berlin, whose identity he
            portrayed in his most famous novel, Berlin Alexanderplatz, of 1929. He was a
            man of awkward contradictions: a Prussian Jew who late in life converted to Catholicism,
            a radical socialist who opposed the tenets of the Russian Revolution, a psychiatrist who
            admired Freud but doubted the dogmas of psychoanalysis, and a proponent of an exuberant
            literature that constantly contravened its own rules but who sought in the traditional
            books of the Bible the basic mythology of his fiction. His subject was the changing
            identity of the twentieth-century world, but his hero was the everyman Job of the Old
            Testament, suffering but not meek, vocal but not strident, the paragon of unjustified
            victimhood. In 1933, under threat by the rising Nazi regime, like so many other German
            intellectuals Döblin sought refuge in France with his family and, seven years
            later, after the occupation of Paris, escaped by a dangerous route through Spain and
            Portugal to the United States. There he was offered several jobs, including that of
            scriptwriter in Hollywood: several scenes from Mrs. Miniver are said to be by
            his hand. But Döblin felt terribly isolated in his exile, unable to
            find a shared language in the land of his hosts. When a fellow writer who had remained
            in Germany during the Nazi years accused those who had left of enjoying the
            “armchairs and easy chairs” of emigration, Döblin answered: “To
            flee from country to country — to lose everything you know, everything that has
            nourished you, always to be fleeing and to live for years as a beggar when you are still
            strong, but you live in exile — that’s what my ‘arm chair,’ my
            ‘easy chair’ looked like.” And yet, even in the isolation of exile,
            Döblin continued to be, in his own words, “possessed by the instinct to
            write.”

        After the war, from 1947 to 1956, Döblin wrote some of his most
            powerful books in which language itself, the abused German language, is, to a great
            degree, the protagonist: showing the gradual abuses of power in the Third Reich shaped
            through the gradual abuses of meaning in the Weimar Republic, in the saga November
                1918; echoing the present evils of imperialism in the baroque vocabulary of the
            seventeenth-century, in The Amazon Trilogy; and even imagining a future society
            somewhat healed of its wounds by means of the critical language of psychoanalysis in Hamlet or The Long Night Comes to No End. Sadly, Döblin’s work,
            with the exception perhaps of Berlin Alexanderplatz, has been largely and
            undeservedly forgotten. Nevertheless, his conception of language as an instrument both
            to shape and understand reality remains, I believe, utterly valid today. Language, for
            Döblin, is a living thing that does not “retell” our past but
            “represents” it: “it forces reality to manifest itself, it burrows
            into its depths and brings forth the fundamental situations, big and
            small, of the human condition.” It lets us know, in fact, why we are together.
            Most of our human functions are singular: we don’t require others to breathe,
            walk, eat, or sleep. But we require others to speak and to reflect back to us what we
            say. Language, Döblin declared, is a form of loving others.

        Language, when it appeared in our distant prehistory, probably some fifty
            thousand years ago, as a conscious method of communication, demanded to be a shared
            instrument based on a common and conventional representation of the world that lent a
            group of men and women the conviction, however uncertain in its proof, that their points
            of reference were the same and that their utterings translated a similarly perceived
            reality.

        This reality of the world conjured up through language was,
            paleontologists tell us, first presented to our consciousness as something magically
            material: in our beginning, words appeared to us as occupying not only time but also
            space, like water or clouds. The American psychologist Julian Jaynes argued that long
            after the development of language, when writing was invented some five thousand years
            ago, the deciphering of written signs produced in the human brain an aural perception of
            the text, so that the words read entered our consciousness as physical presences.
            According to Jaynes, “reading in the third millennium B.C. may therefore have been
            a matter of hearing the cuneiform, that is, hallucinating the speech from
            looking at its picture-symbols, rather than visual reading of syllables in our
            sense.” Language, as we once knew, does not merely name but also brings reality into being: a conjuring act achieved by means of words, and by means of
            those accounts of reality’s events that we call stories.

        Stories, Döblin argued, are our way of recording our experience of
            the world, of ourselves, and of others. When Job in his suffering remembers the days in
            which the light of God still shone upon him, and declares that, in his goodness,
            “I was eyes to the blind and feet was I to the lame,” the recounted memory
            is not enough: Job wishes to be able to put down his experience as a story, as testimony
            of his faith. “Oh, that my words were now written!” he says in his lament,
            “oh that they were printed in a book!” As Job, and as the author of Job,
            knew, stories distill our learning and lend it narrative form, so that through
            variations of tone and style and anecdote we can try not to forget what we have learned.
            Stories are our memory, libraries are the storerooms of that memory, and reading is the
            craft by means of which we can recreate that memory by reciting it and glossing it, by
            translating it back into our own experience, by allowing ourselves to build upon that
            which previous generations have seen fit to preserve. In the mid-eighteenth century,
            Rabbi Uri of Strelisk asked: “David was a gifted man, capable of composing psalms.
            And I? What can I do?” His answer was: “I can read them.” Reading is a
            task of memory in which stories allow us to enjoy the past experience of others as if it
            were our own.

        Under certain conditions, stories can assist us. Sometimes they can heal
            us, illuminate us, and show us the way. Above all, they can remind us of our condition,
                break through the superficial appearance of things, and make us
            aware of the underlying currents and depths. Stories can feed our consciousness, which
            can lead to the faculty of knowing if not who we are at least that we
            are, an essential awareness that develops through confrontation with another’s
            voice. If to be is to be perceived, as that illustrious contemporary of Rabbi Uri,
            Bishop Berkley, remarked (and in spite of all attempts to reduce his observation to the
            absurd, it remains a daily experienced truth), then to know that we are
            requires knowledge of the others whom we perceive and who perceive us. Few methods are
            better suited for this task of mutual perception than storytelling.

        Dreaming up stories, telling stories, putting stories into writing,
            reading stories, are all complementary arts that lend words to our sense of reality, and
            can serve as vicarious learning, as transmission of memory, as instruction or as
            warning. In ancient Anglo-Saxon, the word for poet was maker, a term that
            blends the meaning of weaving words with that of building the material world. The
            definition has Biblical roots. According to the second chapter of Genesis, after making
            Adam out of dust, God created the fowl of the air and the beasts of the field, and
            brought them to Adam to see what he would call them, “and whatsoever Adam called
            every living creature, that was the name thereof.” This gift of naming is an
            ambiguous one. Was Adam supposed to invent names for each creature, or was he supposed
            to know their names and to pronounce them out loud, like a child calling out to a dog or
            a bird for the first time? Later Talmudic commentators blended both
            suppositions into one. They argued that Adam was the inventor of writing, and that by
            means of his craft he had made up the names that he had uttered, not according to his
            fancy but to the true nature of each creature, like poets who find the right words for
            that which they wish to describe. According to the Talmudic commentators, such was the
            power of God’s gift of words that Adam not only lent animals confirmation of their
            being by naming them, but was also the first to name human societies as well. “God
            showed Adam the whole earth,” reads an early Biblical gloss, “and Adam
            designated what places were to be settled later, and what places were to remain
            waste.” To this ancient reflection, Döblin added this comment: “Adam is
            the sum total of human beings moving through time and unfolding within it.”
            Adam’s words, our words, allow us a place both in space and in time.
            “Sometimes,” wrote the poet Eric Ormsby, “I have the feeling that
            words lead a private existence of their own, apart from us, and that when we speak or
            write, especially in moments of strong emotion, we do little more than hitch a ride on
            some obliging syllable or accommodating phrase.”

        Words not only grant us reality; they can also defend it for us. In the
            Middle Ages, Irish poets were supposed to be able to protect the fields of wheat and
            barley from vermin by “rhyming rats to death”; that is to say, by reciting
            verse over the fields in which the rodents had their nests. In the sixteenth century,
            Tulsi Das, the greatest of Hindi poets, author of a version of the Ramayana
            that includes the epic of Hanuman and his monkey army, the celebrated
                Ramacaritamanasa or Holy Lake of the Acts of Rama, was sentenced
            by the king to be locked up in a stone tower. Alone in his cell, Tulsi Das spoke his
            poem aloud and from the recitation rose the monkey hero Hanuman and his army who burst
            into the tower and freed their maker. In 1940, sixteen years after Kafka’s death,
            Milena, the woman he had loved so dearly, was taken away by the Nazis and sent to a
            concentration camp. Suddenly life seemed to have become its reverse: not death, which is
            a conclusion, but a mad and meaningless state of brutal suffering, brought on through no
            discernable fault and serving no visible end. To attempt to survive this nightmare, a
            friend of Milena devised a method: she would resort to the books she had read long ago
            and unconsciously stored in her memory. Among the memorized texts was one by Maxim
            Gorki, “A Man Is Born.” The story tells how the narrator, a young boy,
            strolling one day somewhere along the shores of the Black Sea, comes upon a peasant
            woman shrieking in pain. The woman is pregnant; she has fled the famine of her
            birthplace and now, terrified and alone, she is about to give birth. In spite of her
            protests, the boy assists her. He bathes the newborn child in the sea, makes a fire, and
            prepares some tea. At the end of the story, the boy and the new mother follow a group of
            other peasants: with one arm, the boy supports the mother; in the other, he carries the
            baby. Gorki’s story became, for Milena’s friend, a sanctuary, a small safe
            place into which she could retreat from the daily horror. It did not lend meaning to her
            plight, it didn’t explain or justify it; it didn’t even offer her hope for the future. It simply existed as a point of balance,
            reminding her of light at a time of dark catastrophe, helping her to survive. Such, I
            believe, is the power of stories.

        Makers shape things into being, granting them their intrinsic identity.
            Still in a corner of their workshops and yet drifting with the currents of the rest of
            humanity, makers reflect back the world in its constant ruptures and changes, and mirror
            in themselves the unstable shapes of our societies, becoming what the Nicaraguan poet
            Rubén Darío called “celestial lightning rods” by asking over and
            over again “Who are we?” and by offering the ghost of an answer in the words
            of the question itself. This renders the maker a disturbing figure in a society that
            seeks, at all costs, stability and efficiency in order to achieve the highest possible
            economic benefit. Jorge Luis Borges, in an Swiftian utopia he imagined late in life, in
            1970, when he had grown old and disappointed with the world, described the role of the
            maker in these terms:

        “Another custom of the tribe are the poets. A man decides to line up
            six or seven riddling words. He cannot contain himself and shouts them out, standing in
            the middle of a circle formed by the witch-doctors and the common folk as they lie flat
            on the ground. If the poem does not excite them, nothing happens; but if the words of
            the poet move them, then they all draw away from him, silently, under a holy dread. They
            feel that he has been touched by the spirit; no one will speak to him or look upon him,
            not even his own mother. He is no longer a man but a god and anyone may kill
            him.”

        Döblin felt strongly this sense of being “condemned”
            by literature to the state of pariah. In Destiny’s
                Journey, the account of his flight and exile from Hitler’s Germany,
            Döblin wrote of this alienating experience:

        I have been like a plant growing in the earth, have taken my
            nourishment here and there and remained as I was. I have never seriously examined what
            drove me to want this or that. I was driven, and I assumed without ceremony that it was
            I who was the driving force. I have never been concerned with what my I claimed
            to be, what it wanted or didn’t want. Consciously, Socrates taught: Know thyself!
            But how can I know myself if I am simultaneously that which knows and that which is to
            be known? I have always looked about me, have observed and judged things critically and
            gathered experience, and when I lie down to die I will have protected myself from
            feelings that I consider to be weak. I have been active, moved among people for years,
            was a person like they were, a minor being, a microbe swirling in the waters with
            millions of others.

        And here we must introduce a qualification or caveat to this craft that
            boasts of building reality out of words. It concerns two different methods or theories
            of defining a society and its identity, and consequently that of each of its citizens.
            One theory assumes that creative language and created reality are in fact separate
            epistemological entities, and that, while the former (poetry or storytelling) elaborates
            its system of knowledge through intuition and imaginative analogy, the latter (politics
            and its various branches, including economy and law) does so in an empirical fashion, and is therefore of greater practical and material value. The
            second theory holds that both entities (literature and politics) are inextricably
            intertwined, and that the invention of stories and the building of states depend
            mutually upon each other. Döblin was fully aware of this very ancient problem.

        Aristotle, in the second book of the Politics, discussing the six
            types of political systems that he has imagined for six different castes of citizens,
            notes that these systems require a setting of symbolic value in which to develop; that
            is to say, a symbolic scaffolding upon which to build the city that will house them. The
            first man to realize this, says Aristotle, was the architect Hippodamus of Miletus, a
            contemporary of Pericles who, although he knew nothing of politics, was able to draw up
            the map of an ideal city-state. Hippodamus’s city reflected the Greek
            demographical ideal: a limited number of citizens divided by the role they played within
            society. Patriarchal, since women had no ruling powers; democratic, in the sense that
            the affairs of the state were publicly debated; military but not expansionist, since the
            ideal state was by definition a limited space, designed for the happiness not of all
            humanity but of the select citizens whom the fates had caused to be born on this soil,
            and who were therefore justified in using slaves to work under them. To serve these
            metropolitan ideals, the city was divided into a number of different sections —
            merchants, magistrates, etc. — grouped around the central agora. Each
            section was in turn organized in a grid of squares or blocks of houses that is still the
            model of our cities today. Faced with this pattern, an outsider could
            surmise the purpose of the city: the establishment of a social entity limited unto
            itself, segregationist and conservative, destined for a happy few. At the beginning of
            our notion of nationality is the idea of privilege.

        The most famous of ancient ideal cities, Atlantis, exemplifies the same
            concept. According to Plato, the city of Atlantis rose in the centre of a plateau,
            surrounded by concentric rings of earthworks separated from one another by deep canals.
            The central nucleus or first ring was protected by a wide wall, and contained the seats
            of power: the fortress, the Royal Palace, and the Temple of Poseidon; in other words,
            the seats of the army, government, and religion. The first ring was separated from the
            second one by a canal that served as an interior port, allowing access to the military
            section: the second ring, with the barracks, gymnasium, and racing-tracks, supplemented
            the requirements of the first. Another canal separated the second from the third
            section, allotted to the main port of Atlantis. Finally, one last canal divided the port
            from the outer or fourth ring, which housed the merchants’ section. Plato’s
            city is a physical mirror of the social order, and for him, as for Hippodamus, the
            utopian site must correspond exactly to the utopian ideal. In other words, the city must
            be the reflection of the story told about it.

        But for Plato, while a symbolic or literary construction must serve as the
            blueprint for the city, any literary imagination that does not lead to the concrete
            realization of a perfectly run state has no place in his definition of society. For that reason, the poets, the makers who construct not “the
            real thing” but phantoms that take the place of what is real, must be banished.
            Plato lends words to Socrates to explain this. Reason, Socrates says, constrains the
            philosopher to ban poetry from the ideal state. “We must know the truth,” he
            admits somewhat reluctantly, because he loves the poetry of Homer, who must also be
            exiled from the well-governed Republic, “that we can admit no poetry into our city
            save only hymns to the gods and the praises of good men. For if you grant admission to
            the honeyed Muse in lyric or epic, pleasure and pain will be lords of your city instead
            of law and that which shall from time to time have approved itself to the general reason
            as the best.” Laws and regulations, for the sake of efficiency, rule Plato’s
            city, and poetry (literature in general) cannot have a place in it unless “it can
            be shown that she bestows not only pleasure but benefit.” Plato (Plato’s
            Socrates) seems to think that the reality created by words is noxious because it is not
            the wished-for reality, and that its imaginative creations, because they depict a mostly
            unflattering picture of who we and the gods are, should not be allowed in a city-state
            whose stories should be all cautionary or elevating. Most of the time, poets identify
            with the sins and errors of humankind, and ignore the higher qualities that must seem to
            their audience dull in comparison. And even when their poetry portrays the good and the
            virtuous, poets merely imitate these qualities without really attaining them. Most
            readers, Plato warns, remain on the surface of the text, delighting in the anger of
            Achilles or the cunning of Ulysses, enjoying the pain of Hecuba and the
            sacrifice of Iphigenia, without attempting to reach through these depictions a possible
            enlightenment. To the qualities of vicarious memory and knowledge implicit in stories,
            Plato (branding them as undesirable) adds those of vicarious happiness and of suffering,
            of goodness and of evil-doing. According to Plato, the identity granted by stories is as
            variable and arbitrary as that of a donned mask.

        Plato is right, but not entirely. His audience, and that of the hundreds
            of generations of readers who succeeded him, have by and large sought in literature some
            form of, if not soothing entertainment, then at least of secondhand experience of the
            world, learning without action and fulfillment without accomplishment. Closer to our
            time, Carl Gustav Jung, in his incisive reading of the Book of Job, insisted that a
            deeper fulfillment and learning were possible through stories. According to Jung, in the
            Biblical story God runs the risk of allowing Job to be merely the Devil’s victim,
            the passive actor of the world’s sufferings. Job himself presents instead both
            sides of the question, as witness and as recipient of God’s munificence and
            God’s injustice. Only when God, as “reader” of the words Job wishes
            “were now written,” is confronted with Job’s recital, does the story
            come full circle: God the Maker learning through the experience of one of his creatures,
            through a man good enough to have been “eyes to the blind, and feet . . . to the
            lame.” This, too, is Döblin’s reading of the Book of Job: that, like
            the God of Job, every reader has this ultimately illuminating possibility. Not every
            reader, of course, profits from it: most readers prefer to remain
            safely this side of the page. But sometimes an epiphany occurs. “I read,”
            noted Döblin, “like the flame reads the wood.” This all-consuming
            reading that transforms reality is that of Rabbi Uri of Strelisk, who will build his own
            teachings upon the words of King David; of Tulsi Das, who will be rescued by his
            literary creations; of Milena’s friend, who will find in Gorki’s imagination
            the means to survive; of Alfred Döblin’s readers, who will discover in his
            mirrors their own ever-shifting identity.

        Döblin was fully aware that literary observation and critical
            judgement, however clearly expressed and imaginatively wrought, can never promise a
            revelation, and his best-known book, Berlin Alexanderplatz, never attempts to
            argue, only to convince by showing. Berlin Alexanderplatz is a vast, complex
            masterpiece that, much like Joyce’s Ulysses, which was published seven
            years earlier, traces the currents and undercurrents of a city by following the
            peregrinations of one of its lesser inhabitants: in Döblin’s case, the
            murderer Franz Biberkopf after his release from prison. Biberkopf is a far-from-innocent
            Job (whose book is quoted many times in the novel), subject to temptations and
            misfortunes, vaguely attracted to Nazi propaganda, and unattached to anybody or
            anything. “I did not conjure him up for the fun of it,” Döblin wrote,
            “but to share his hard, true and illuminating existence.” From that single
            existence it may be possible to construct a plural identity emerging from a geometrical
            progression of reflected others. “One is stronger than myself,” Biberkopf
            says. “If there are two of us, it becomes even more difficult to
            be stronger than myself. If there are ten, it’s more difficult still. And if there
            are a thousand, a million of us, then it becomes very, very difficult indeed!”

        In 1945, Döblin returned from his American exile to Germany as a
            commissioned education officer, and over the next few years gave a series of talks in
            which he attempted to confront his defeated countrymen with the image of their shattered
            identity. For Döblin, the only way in which Germany could recover after Hitler was
            to find a collective identity that compounded personal freedom with a “pitiless
            objectivity.” Speaking in Berlin in 1948, Döblin told his German audience:
            “You have to sit in the ruins for a long time and let them affect you, and feel
            the pain and the judgement.” Reporting on Döblin’s talk, the
            journalists complained that they had heard this kind of argument far too often, and that
            “it didn’t help a bit that it came from a famous writer and infrequent
            guest.” Döblin answered: “You haven’t heard it. And if you heard
            it with your ears you didn’t comprehend it, and you’ll never comprehend it
            because you don’t want to.” As Döblin knew, in most cases the
            maker’s role is that of the Cassandra, the Greek priestess to whom Apollo granted
            the gift of prophecy on condition that no one would believe her. Most makers suffer from
            Cassandra’s curse: the readers’ unwillingness to hear.

        According to Homeric sources, Cassandra was the daughter of Priam and
            Hecuba. Later authors (Pindar and Aeschylus among them) tell us that when Cassandra and
            her brother Helenus were still infants, Hecuba forgot them in the temple of Apollo. Once
            the children fell asleep, Apollo’s sacred serpents came and
            licked their ears: from then onwards, they possessed the gift of prophecy. Others say
            that Apollo himself gave Cassandra the gift against her promise of making love to him.
            She accepted, but after they had slept together, Apollo asked for one more kiss; when
            she turned her face toward him, he spat in her mouth, thereby ensuring that no one would
            believe her. During the siege of Troy, she warned the Trojans against the Wooden Horse
            of the Greeks and prophesized the fall of the city. Later, she became part of
            Agamemnon’s booty and bore him twin sons. After Agamemnon was murdered by
            Aegisthus, the lover of his wife, Clytemnestra, Cassandra and her twins were killed by
            Clytemnestra herself.

        Because Cassandra and her brother were forgotten by their mother, the myth
            has it, they were unlike the rest of Hecuba’s children. In the language of the
            myth, as a consequence of this casual severing, Cassandra’s individuality is
            thrust upon her in her infancy. She must learn to fend for herself and not rely on the
            teachings of her elders. The divine gifts she receives, good and bad, are her own, not
            those willed by her parents. Alone, she must define herself and her attachments, alone
            she must perceive those inside and beyond the walls of her city, alone she must imagine
            what “home” will be and what stories will take place in this
            “home” — all this not based on what she is told is hers but on what
            she chooses to identify as hers. Cassandra doesn’t speak from received knowledge
            but from a unique imagination of reality that she then translates into narrative.
            Apollo’s gift confirms this singularity: working from common
            words, Cassandra must conjure up her own vision of the world, which is not the one her
            fellow Trojans want to see. As Cassandra knows, her responsibility is not to convince
            but merely to say. “My silence cannot keep his body alive,” she cries out in
            Aeschylus’s Oresteia, when the Chorus reproaches her for announcing the
            murder of Agamemnon. “My Greek is clear but still no one believes it.” To
            which the Chorus answers: “All oracles speak Greek and all darkly.” The
            poet, the oracle, can only work with a shared language, but so keenly wrought that, at
            its best, it appears to its readers “dark,” since it resists any summary
            clarification. This is the great richness and difficulty of literature: that it is not
            dogma. It states facts, but gives no definitive answers, declares no absolute
            postulates, demands no unarguable assumptions, offers no labelling identities.
            Cassandra’s words, their depth of vision, their clarity of thought (because they
            are poetically true and cannot be uttered as simple slogans) are what brand her as a
            maker, and condemn her and her children to destruction.

        As Döblin experienced in person, Plato’s exclusion of all
            Cassandras, of all visionary poets, from the Republic, is a measure re-enacted by
            countless governments since: concretized in Hitler’s Germany by the emblematic
            burning of “degenerate” books on May 10, 1933 that included those of
            Döblin. As a society, we know that the maker’s essential function is to
            illuminate, to constantly induce us, the readers, to redefine our beliefs, enlarge our
            definitions, and question our answers, But at the same time, for fear of disruption and
            uncertainty, we attempt to relegate the maker’s role to that of
            fabulist, equating fiction with lies and opposing art to political reality: spitting, as
            it were, into Cassandra’s mouth.

        Mocked, described as abnormal, consigned to death: that is the fate to
            which society condemns many of its true makers. Even those who are fêted,
            enshrined, and granted prizes and honours are, in most cases, destined to remain
            unheard. Before going to her death, Cassandra speaks to the Chorus, this time offering
            them not a foretelling of their tragedy but the overwhelming, all-encompassing picture
            of her existence that, by extension, is also ours:

        This was life
The luckiest hours
Like scribbles in chalk
On a slate in a classroom.
We stare
And try to understand them.
Then luck
            turns its back —
And everything’s wiped out.

        Perhaps the task of every true maker-poet is to continue scribbling on the
            slate after “everything’s wiped out.” The immortality demanded by the
            creator of any line that for unfathomable reasons stirs us, suggests that, outside our
            reader’s will and within society’s constraints, literature can build a
            reality more durable than flesh and stone, such as Cassandra’s lament for the
            evanescence of life, or Döblin’s troubled frescoes of society in the years
            preceding the Third Reich.

        Destitute, exiled, bereft of his books and his friends,
            Döblin summed up in his journal his mission as a maker, as someone who through
            words attempted to reflect back to the reader the “original meaning” of
            things. Aware that, like Cassandra, his stories did nothing to prevent the catastrophe
            of history, Döblin found that his task was nevertheless not useless, merely
            incomplete:

        As I sit here now I discover that the catastrophe has not robbed me,
            it has revealed me. And that I profited from my poverty. One end result of
            ‘original meaning’: to it belongs justice. It is not only the natural world
            that is constructed purposefully, but also events, history. The true depth of history is
            inaccessible to us. And if at present there is no sign of justice — and justice is
            the only thing I possess in the aftermath of the catastrophe and the revelation of my
            poverty — then I have to recognize that this is not the only world.

        Döblin goes on to say that the lack of justice in this world proves
            the existence of another reality. He is not, in spite of his conversion, talking of the
            fairy afterlife of theology nor of any metaphysical conceits. He is not referring to an
            ineffable state of being beyond the borders of our senses. He is speaking of a craft,
            the making of stories, from which, he says, “omens and coincidences and signs flow
            into the visible world.” Döblin calls this movement “a sort of
            ‘softening’ of reality” that becomes, he says,
            “transparent” in the telling. Any label, any fixed or imposed identity that
            attempts to seal reality within the shroud of a dogma, can be dissolved
            through the inspired application of words.

        This “transparency” of which Döblin speaks is a curious
            notion. Language, precisely because of its erratic ambiguity, attempts to convince us,
            its users, of its accuracy and weight by declaring itself an absolutist affirmation, a
            system of freezing the world into a state of fixed being. This is the law of the Baker,
            in Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark: “What I tell you three
            times is true.” Of course, in spite of this popular assumption, every use of
            language proves the contrary: that language seizes reality not by turning it into stone
            but by reconstructing it imaginatively, by means of allusion, inference, and suggestion,
            through Döblin’s “omens, coincidences and signs,” as something
            permanently mobile, ultimately ungraspable: something “transparent.”
            Language can therefore never serve the dictates of power, political, religious, or
            commercial, except as a catechism of fixed questions and answers because, in spite of
            its pretensions to precision, it can never affirm anything indefinitely. We “see
            through” the reality told by language, layer after layer, as in the cleansing of a
            palimpsest, so that our readings of stories become, in fact, endless, every story
            alluding to or suggesting another somewhere underneath it, none allowing itself to stand
            as the ultimate truth. In Murder in the Dark, Margaret Atwood says of this
            curious craft: “By the rules of the game, I must always lie. Now: do you believe
            me?”

        This is the paradox. The language of politics, on the one hand, which
            purports to address real categories, freezes identities into static
            definitions, segregates but fails to individualize. The language of poetry and stories,
            on the other hand, which acknowledges the impossibility of naming accurately and
            definitively, groups us under a common and fluid humanity while granting us, at the same
            time, self-revelatory identities. In the first case, the label bestowed on us by a
            passport and the conventional image of who we are supposed to be under a certain flag
            and within certain borders, as well as the blanketing eye that we in turn cast upon
            people who appear to share a certain tongue, a certain religion, a certain piece of
            land, pin us all to a coloured map crossed by imaginary longitudes and latitudes that we
            take to be the real world. In the second, there are no labels, no borders, no
            finitudes.

        “At this point in history,” wrote Döblin in 1948,
            “people are obliged to organize themselves into nations, and join other nations
            like themselves. But at the very moment that this need is being realized, and that the
            demarcation line between a third nation is drawn, this need is mixed with the tendency
            to measure oneself against a third and fourth nation and to dominate them — though
            one knows, or should know, how little we are masters of our own fate. And once again in
            the sea of history there comes a wave, but it merely crashes against the mainland to be
            tossed back, surging, into the sea.”

        Döblin settled in Paris in 1951, disillusioned with his fellow
            countrymen. Six years later, he returned to Germany only to die in a nursing home in
            Baden-Württemberg, but something in his writing suggests that he may not have felt
            entirely defeated. Somewhere in the multitudinous pages of Berlin
                Alexanderplatz, Franz Biberkopf has a casual encounter with an Eastern Jew who
            mysteriously seems to understand Biberkopf’s search for a deeper, more wholesome
            identity, and who suggests to him that a form of healing might be achieved, in part at
            least, through stories. “The most important thing for a man are his feet and his
            eyes,” this wandering Jew explains. “You must be able to see the world and
            go to it.” Stories, according to Döblin, echoing Job’s pathetic claim
            from better days, can help the lame to walk and the blind to see.

        To the limiting imagination of bureaucracies, to the restricted use of
            language in politics, stories can oppose an open, unlimited mirror-universe of words to
            help us perceive an image of ourselves together. In the realm of storytelling, as Plato
            realized, nothing is held to what the ideal city requires: the maker does not build to
            order and, though readings can be co-opted and poetry can become propaganda, stories
            continue to offer to its readers other imaginary cities whose ideals are likely to
            contradict or subvert those of the official Republic. Plato’s concern seemed to
            be, not that Cassandra was cursed, but that the curse might not be effective and that,
            in spite of Apollo’s deviousness, readers would still believe her words. Perhaps,
            as Döblin knew, this cautious faith lies at the heart of every maker’s
            craft.
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