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 The weary statesman for repose hath fled

From halls of council to his negro’s shed;

Where, blest, he woos some black Aspasia’s grace,

And dreams of freedom in his slave’s embrace.

-Thomas Moore (1807)
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The following pages are the record of a
disembodied conversation between two distinguished figures from the
past who will introduce themselves soon enough. Rather, one of them
will. The identity of the other will emerge in due course. The
first speaker is eighty years old when the conversation begins. The
second is eighty-eight. They have known each other nearly fifty
years.

The chapters loosely mimic the design of a
book that the younger man published long ago, beginning with an
advertisement much like this one and ending with a series of
appendices. The book has caused more than its share of scandals,
though for many reasons it is unreadable. In places it is
unbearable to read. To say any more would be to lapse into
pedantry.

A handful of more obscure individuals whom
the speakers mention are simple to look up, as are the text of a
speech that the two men discuss and a large, engraved map that they
study. Readers only vaguely familiar with the story of Samson might
want to revisit the Book of Judges. The “Madison” of the title is
an anonymous farmer who discovered a rich source of fertilizer in a
modest limestone cave nearly three centuries ago and named it for
himself.
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Limits






The souls of men are demons, Apuleius once
wrote, and though he was probably thinking of that old Greek
obscurity the daimon, I rather prefer the blunter term, the
bludgeon to the lyre. Daimons could come in different forms: the
good from above, the wicked from below; some blessed, some cursed,
and some provocatively mixed. The last category comes as a bit of a
surprise, I suspect, an untidy confusion that throws our moral
drama into a terrible disarray from which two thousand years of
priests and poets have been unable to release it. Perhaps this
stubborn, unruly streak explains my attraction to the manes,
as the Romans called them—dwellers in shadow crossed by vivid
strips of light or dwellers in light broken by deep bands of
shadow, the maddening spiritual mixtures. I have been thinking a
great deal about my own manes lately, my invisible but
palpable demon.

More than once I have felt its presence, a
faint thermal surge on an otherwise cool but perfectly still spring
day—a sensation not conveyed by a passing breeze, for no breeze
brings it and none disperses it. For two or three seconds at most,
as I am walking in the garden or down a city street, I feel
enclosed and then released, as if the plasma of a fine flame were
briefly bathing my torso, enveloping my face. And then as suddenly
as it comes, it goes. Does it have dimensions? So it would seem,
since I am walking through it. But what if it is walking with me?
How high does it reach? To the top of my head at least, but how
much higher who can say? Even if I should happen to have a
thermometer handy—and between you and me no sensible person is ever
without a first-rate thermometer—I couldn’t hope to measure the
temperature change, to give a number to the fleeting
experience.

Sometimes I think it might be worth my while
to design a special vest or coat with pockets inside and out that
could hold six or seven useful little instruments. Barometers,
chronometers, miniature pendulums and spirit levels, devices for
measuring wind and humidity, pulse and respiration, all primed to
register their findings the instant that I step out of the house to
cross the lawn. But then a little cloud of clerks would have to
hover about, picking my pockets every few seconds to take down the
information that my instruments supplied. Reverie would be out of
the question. No self-respecting manes would bother to pay
me a visit under such ludicrous conditions. And what would all
these numbers be likely to tell me? That once I have taken ten
steps from my porch I am not the same person I was when I shut the
door? But I already know that. I already know that streams do not
flow backward.

The numbers that matter tell me that I am an
old man, that it is now forty years since I was forty and went into
the cave to find out for myself whether the pathway up and the
pathway down were really one and the same. But I don’t mean to
revisit that scene just yet. The cave is, at best, the second of
the four pictures I plan to send you. Or perhaps the third. The
order makes a difference, I suppose, but by the time that I am done
presenting them, I hope you will see that they are all the same
picture in the end. The modes of drawing vary. Certainly the
quality is erratic. The most solemn and most personal of the four
is little more than a marginal sketch. The others, at first glance,
are simply maps; but you and I can probably agree that a map is
always a picture, if the map-reader has any imagination whatsoever.
One of the four is clearly more polished than the others, it being
the one that I inherited rather than the three that I made myself,
a public document of considerable scope and prestige—a surveyor’s
masterpiece, but as such no more than a masterful treatment of
surfaces. I have updated it over the years as names and boundaries
changed, as towns sprang up to fill in some of the blank spaces. At
one point I had it engraved, as you know, but no sooner was the
engraver finished than it was out of date once more. Heraclitus
would have been amused.

You once wrote me that we two ought not to
die before we had explained ourselves to one another. These little
drawings are my explanation.

Now that I am reviewing all four of them in
my mind, perhaps I should distinguish more carefully between their
outward and their inward ambitions. The first is largely a matter
of costumes, by which I mean the whole decorative exterior of the
natural world, as well as our own exterior ornamentation from the
skin on out. We live in an age of costumes, I know, but what age
hasn’t sought to cover its nakedness with its vanity? Even togas
and tunics, simple as they were, strove to throw a cloak of rural
innocence over the depraved aristocracy of the ancient world. At
least our own pigments, wigs, and powders, lace ruffles, buckles,
and crisp silk are at worst a childish vulgarity, even if the
appetites beneath all the theatrical plunder are largely unchanged.
It is an odd paradox when one thinks about it, since appetites are
by definition ephemeral, little bodily storms that spring up and
blow over. But there is an eye within each of them, I believe—a
calm center where the whirling stops. For years I thought I could
capture that calm in brick and stone, make it durable, fashion a
secure dwelling amid the flux, or above it perhaps. Now paper and
pencil will have to do.

These ramblings will make better sense once
the pictures themselves are in your hands. You complain to me about
the weakness of your eyes and the quiveration of your fingers, but
the quiveration of the brain is more disabling than either. Many
days now, on the threshold of my ninth decade, I find that I cannot
draw a straight line from one subject to another, from one thought
or one task to the next. Some of my distractions have subterranean
origins—or subcutanean, I should say: a shifting of urgent interior
tides. If my tutors and teachers had once explained to me the
golden ratio between an active mind and an empty bladder, I would
have devoted my life’s energies to devising a painless and
effective catheter. Opening a clear channel of navigation in some
rocky, back-country stream is child’s play by comparison. Long
before any of us have the decency to turn into dust, we are just
squalid sewer systems sluggishly coiling beneath palaces and
parliaments, tenements and salons. A fleshly Venice, in fact, gaudy
barges atop a pool of waste.

As I re-read those last few words, I am
forced to admit that I have the makings of a hot preacher in me
after all.

***

My first drawing, as you will soon see, is a
much cooler effort. Indeed, other than you, no one will see it
until after my death. Quite soon after, I hope, for I have set it
in a drawer by my bedside, folded around some keepsakes of my
marriage that should guarantee it careful scrutiny by my heirs,
though by itself it is quite a modest little scrap, easily
overlooked. Some grieving busy-body or another is sure to rummage
through that drawer within an hour or two of my final exhalation,
even as my manes and I are hovering on a nearby windowsill
preparing to launch ourselves into the aether like one of
Montgolfier’s balloons. “Here, look here,” an inquisitive
grandchild will exclaim. “He has designed his grave marker. He has
saved us a world of worry.”

I will, of course, have done nothing of the
kind. Cooler heads will eventually point out that the instructions
are undated and unsigned. “But surely that is his hand,” others
will reply, “still recognizable if a bit brittle with an old man’s
quiverations. And the I and the my can only mean him. How else
would you explain the name on the faces of the stone?”

“So much is clear, I agree. But why do you
suppose he adopts such a brusque tone? Only these few lines, he
insists, and not a word more. Dust he may well have become,
but he is rather particular dust, if you ask me. Does he expect us
to scribble a rat’s nest of hieroglyphs up and down the obelisk,
enumerating his triumphs? Is it really necessary to scold us from
beyond the grave? He was no warrior pharaoh, to be sure, but he
might have added one or two considerable distinctions to this
modest list, don’t you think?”

“He hated displays. You could barely get him
to dress for dinner when guests were expected. Old friends and
neighbors make allowances, but receiving a delegation of prominent
strangers in a pair of worn slippers and an old dressing gown was
an embarrassing affectation.”

“Maybe this marker is another. Perhaps we
shouldn’t take these instructions seriously. They aren’t in his
will, after all.”

“He hated wills too.”

“But he made one.”






I could go on in this dramatic vein, but I
suspect the little fiction would quickly lose interest. My
surviving relatives have chores to attend to, meals to arrange,
well-wishers to receive, funeral arrangements to deal with, letters
to write, legacies to distribute, and debts to pay or not to pay,
as the case may be. I have left my affairs in a terrible state—a
great deal of fuss lies ahead. The little scrap of paper that I
have copied out for you won’t trouble them for long amid the flood
of other worries that await. A pity, since it is really quite a
tidy little memoir, a talisman or a ghostly presence that, given
time, might conjure up an entire cast of mind. One might even
consider it several pictures in one. Three at the very least, a
miniature portfolio on its own, depending on how subtle the
conjuration that my heirs perform. I’ll give you an instance or two
of what I mean, though if your eyes were as unclouded today as
those razor-sharp instruments of half a century ago, you would
hardly need any assistance to penetrate the design.

Ask the budding scholar who takes your
dictation to begin with the little preamble to the right of the
gravestone sketch and read straight through the entire memorandum
aloud, slowly and clearly, to a pair of final requests concerning
materials and dates. I have included a brief inscription in
quotation marks that I mean for my family to follow. The marks are
so small that you probably won’t be able to see them, however
earnestly you might squint, and I don’t expect even the most
scrupulous secretary to give some vocal signal of their presence.
They are there solely to lend an authoritative aura to my
instructions. A few squiggles on the sketch suggest how the lines
might appear on the obelisk, but I am not very concerned about the
precise arrangement of the words.

Or should I say that my lack of concern is
the essence of their arrangement? Indifference. A lovely word.
Isn’t that what the squiggles would convey to a practiced eye? A
purposeful quiveration. I hope you can make them out with a small
reading lens. I have done my best to duplicate the squiggles
exactly as they appear in the original drawing. In any event, your
amanuensis can describe them for you. Once the obelisk is actually
put in place, the little scrap of paper will probably disappear,
and with it this sly hint of my fondness for democratic
affectation. My daughter and her husband will no doubt confer with
the stonecutter and introduce a flourish or two, larger or smaller
letters, an ornate capital here and there, perhaps an italic slant
to add variety. Yet another instance of our primitive affinity for
costumes.

Does your accomplished young secretary read
Greek? I forgot to inquire. If not, then the ancient homily that I
have set down for my heirs to consider may need to wait until your
son’s next visit. The two of you will immediately appreciate the
confusion that I have introduced over my epitaph. In effect the
little memorandum provides two, though I doubt if any of those
gathered at my bedside will notice the odd conundrum. More and
more, I find, we have begun to label our graves as if they were
shipping crates, providing an invoice of their contents for a
customs officer to assess. As an acknowledgement of inevitable
forgetfulness among the living, the practice has a certain
commonsense appeal. No one loves a well-laden and clearly labeled
shipping crate more than I.

Rather than entrust my own labeling to
another, however, I have written out one for myself in an effort to
limit any egregious expressions of family pride or political
preening. That is what my surviving relations and close friends
will conclude as they confer over the contents of my bedside
drawer. But any student of epitaphs will immediately recognize that
the two brief lines of Greek preceding the shipping label are, in
fact, the mystic breath of the dead, precisely the kind of message
that an emancipated spirit might choose to leave behind. What the
living choose to do with the lines is another matter. The
memorandum disavows “any interest in Monuments or other
remembrances when, as Anacreon says,






Ολίγη δε κείςομεςθα

Κονίς, οςτεων λνθενΐων






But then, by way of remembrance, it promptly
provides a gratifying inscription for a monument that it professes
to scorn. I have made a career of such verbal feints.

Connoisseurs of graveyard verse are far
rarer among my neighbors than among yours, but I can think of one
or two who are likely to climb my mountain to pay their last
respects before the commemorative scrap of paper is mislaid. They
will certainly understand how to weigh my little preamble, though I
suspect that they will be far too circumspect to interfere in a
family matter. “Good for them,” I can imagine you grumbling, “but
why not provide a translation, if the homily is such a delicate
expression of your ghostly sentiments? It would be a courtesy to
those whose command of ancient tongues is not what it used to be.”
Or who never gave the ancient languages much thought in the first
place, I might add. Why not two translations, in fact—one in Latin
and another in French—enough to make up a Champollion stone that
would allow any reasonably well-educated English reader to piece
together my meaning?

I thought of doing so, but my manes
convinced me that such a gesture would amount to an unwarranted
accommodation just at the point, in our little memorandum, where
the two of us have declared ourselves uninterested in courting our
readers. We feel even less interest in the educational deficiencies
of the general population than we do in monuments, but taunting
people with their ignorance is both uncivil and pointless. Once one
has descended into the dust, disappointment and gratification
become meaningless vestiges of a former existence. It won’t take my
clever daughter long to trace the Greek quotation. She knows where
I keep my commonplace book and can easily match up the characters
with their source in those pages, even if she cannot read them. A
few steps will take her to the shelf in my library where she can
find the translator’s original rendering:






A scanty dust to feed the wind

Is all the trace we leave behind.






“Aha!” she will probably exclaim, with a
flash of her mother’s mischievous nature. “It isn’t by Anacreon at
all but by some unknown pupil or wishful follower, one of the
Anacreontic brood whose names have been lost forever!” If she
mutters these triumphant words out loud and listens to herself,
after a moment or two of thoughtful silence, she may begin to feel
yet another invisible plasma tide flow warmly over her face and
hands as she takes up the little scrap of paper once more and looks
again over the opening words.

Whose spiritual essence will this new
visitor be? Her mother’s spotless eudaimon would undoubtedly
delight in the rueful metamorphosis of an Epicurean into a Stoic,
but the purest spirits never leave their celestial haunts to mingle
in earthly matters. My manes, however, would have scarcely
left its ravaged host behind when my daughter visits her father’s
library to decipher his curious note. No one will notice her brief
absence. I have already been boxed up in my shipping crate and
moved to one of the public rooms of the house in preparation for
what I trust will be a very short and very simple farewell
ceremony. No one is lingering behind but she. “The name is lost. Of
course!” my daughter will say to herself. “He has set a little
trap, left a last breadcrumb trail for me to follow, a last lesson
to take to heart.” I can’t begin to tell you, old friend, the
pleasure that this entirely imaginary scene has brought me as I jot
it down. “We are a scanty dust indeed,” my daughter will whisper at
last. “We leave no names.”

***

I did, though, leave a name to accompany the
obelisk’s inscription, if only to satisfy convention. My
metaphysical scruples are not so profound as to require my
surviving family to countenance a notorious ancestor scoffing at
those who had gone to considerable trouble to visit his
out-of-the-way tomb.






“So I see. A sensible decision. You could
hardly expect your grieving child to settle for an obscure snippet
of ancient Greek on your gravestone, with or without a translation.
But the shipping label itself is more than a little eccentric, if
you don’t mind my saying so. I had to ask my secretary to read it
over twice before I was satisfied that he hadn’t missed a line or
two.”






How good of you to notice! I expected as
much. You were always a careful listener—thanks to your courtroom
years, perhaps? Obscure or not, the Greek remains a useful
counterpoint to the sort of postmortem theatrics that characterize
even an eccentric shipping label. Indeed, the most eccentric labels
are invariably the most theatrical, as my own may well prove to be
by the time we are finished considering it. The Greek characters in
my memorandum are able thespians, by the way. In certain moods they
strike me as a tiny ensemble of performers, a jumble of dancing
sticks or acrobatic bones, especially so if you consider that most
of the pilgrims likely to pay a visit to my grave will possess
little Latin and less Greek. No Greek at all would be better still.
Once the ancient characters acquire names and sounds, weaving
themselves into meter and making sense, we forget that they are
things before they are symbols, a thicket of twigs and branchlets,
stripped bare by a winter storm, or a skeleton slowly
disarticulating itself as softer tissues wither away.

But as you say, the Greek won’t be on the
stone at all, unless my daughter decides to take matters into her
own hands and places it there. She is certainly capable of doing
so. “Not a word more my foot,” I hear her say. “Not another English
word perhaps. What is the point of taking pains to transcribe those
characters in two tidy parallel lines if he didn’t intend to mirror
his obelisk’s inscription and invite the stonecutter to do the
same? Why play a clever quotation game with me if he didn’t mean
something by it?” I do, in fact, mean something by it, though I
suspect I have been too clever or too obscure for my own good. It
would not be the first time.

Pinckney used to tell me strange anecdotes
about the ability of one of his people to read bones. “I have an
old woman at home,” he said, “who answers any question you might
care to pose about the future. She keeps a beautifully woven cup of
varicolored reeds filled with the most delicate bones you can
imagine from any sort of dead creature she happens to find. The
spinal segments of a snake’s tail no bigger than your fingernail,
the wing bones of small birds and bats, the skull of a vole, the
tiny pelvic loop of an unborn kitten. I can’t imagine where she
finds them, but the mix has a mystery to it that she keeps very
close. Apparently, some bones are more sensitive than others, more
in tune with good fortune or with bad, with male clients or with
female ones.”

“For all I know,” he added, “she keeps
different little cups for different kinds of questions. A young man
might turn up to consult her on the prospects of a love affair. New
mothers might want to ask the bones about the fate of a sick child.
An old man might wish to learn how soon he could expect to die. As
you can imagine she does a booming trade in the quarter and for
many miles around.”

She would jostle the cup in her withered
fingers, Pinckney said, mutter some kind of incantation, and dump
the contents out on a smooth patch of ground. They must have fallen
into a sentence, I suppose, for according to Pinckney she would
gaze at them for a bit and then read out the message that the bones
had spelled. No sooner had she finished but quick as a flash she
would scoop her boney counsellors back into the cup and the moment
of divination would be over. The spirits are not given to much
elaboration and seem to have an aversion to prolonged inspection.
We could learn some useful lessons from them. Those old sea-lords
the Norsemen read bones. So did some Cherokee shamans in my
father’s time. Why shouldn’t ancient Greek be descended from bones
as well? Divination was dear to their hearts.

Where on earth can these reflections be
leading? I set out to present you with the first of my four
pictures and here I am musing about clairvoyant bones. Back to
business then.

The first portion of my grave marker has a
precise geometric nature, a “plain die or cube” the memorandum
says, three feet on a side with no mouldings whatever to detract
from its Euclidean purity. I have every expectation that this
object will be troublesome to procure. Stonecutters can be a
truculent breed. “You can’t mean it, Mrs. R! A block where a simple
slab will do? Such a waste. Did your father perhaps confuse this
item with a cornerstone? It is certainly massive enough for that
purpose, and you of all people know how cornerstones had vexed him
of late. I don’t suppose he wanted us to pull it up the mountain by
hand?” My daughter’s patience has its limits. “A cube he asked for
and a cube he will have.” But she may be all the more likely to ask
herself, Why even call it a die? Why free of mouldings? Why,
indeed?

Were she better versed in games of chance
she would realize that only a cube with perfectly straight edges
can be an honest broker of the fates. A little moulding here or
there will bias the throw. One can cast lots with a die as readily
as with a cup of old bones, though the die must be as regular in
shape as it is possible to make it, and the faces must be numbered
or marked to allow each throw to count. I have asked that at least
three of the four visible faces of mine remain perfectly smooth,
allowing only for the dates of my birth and my death to appear on
the surface of the fourth. Most throws cast with such an object
would yield nothing at all, enigmatic blanks with an occasional
flicker of significance when the limits of my physical being
happened to land face up on the felt of the gaming table. Alea
iacta est, to be sure, but no one would be able to interpret
the die’s message after it falls.

Now consider the four faces of the obelisk
above, a tapered shaft of coarse stone almost precisely my own
height—not taken in the full bloom of manhood, I hasten to add, but
the measure of my crumbling years, when the spine telescopes
against itself and the shoulders stoop. Time has diminished me by a
good two inches at least, I should say, judging from where the hem
of my disreputable old dressing gown now falls against my leg. A
trapezoidal shaft, then, an abstract statue, stripped of its limbs
and with four faces rather than one, each face repeating the same
words to any curious travelers who happen to stop by these remote
crossroads:

Here was buried

Thomas Jefferson

Author of the Declaration of American Independence

of the Statute of Virginia for religious freedom

& Father of the University of Virginia.

That is how the unsigned bedside memorandum
reads. And though my manes is indeed very particular about
many things, it has not bothered to explain every detail of the
inscription or why these words should be so much more gratifying
than many others.

At one time a particular individual was,
indeed, buried here but you must not expect that individual’s
physical remains to rest quietly beneath this stone, dipped in
honey and wrapped in fine linen, with his desiccated organs stored
in nearby canopic jars. He was buried here but he does not lie
here. I have indeed tried to father a university, but in recent
years I have despaired of ever founding one, as our legislators
repeatedly quailed at the expense. Religious freedom is well worth
enshrining in law, but strictly considered, the expression is not a
proper noun and ought to have no more stature in the title of the
statute than the prepositions “of” and “for.” My daughter will
probably opt for upper case letters, making a fetish of our
principles.

Perhaps this latter feature of the
inscription is only my private crotchet, but surely the modifier
“American” in the third line is a political gaffe at the very
least. And why stubbornly repeat the same words four times, once on
each face of the stone? The Theban sphinx would pose a single
question and then devour any traveler who could not answer. My
obelisk offers three identical answers to all four points of the
compass and waits for questions.

In any event, as you can see, the bedside
memorandum refuses to provide much help, beyond adding a few
perfunctory instructions. Make the monument of the same coarse
stone that I used for the columns of my house in order to avoid
tempting speculators in marble. Send my bust and pedestal down the
mountain to the caretakers of my infant university, provided they
agree to house those objects in the dome room of the Rotunda,
surrounded by books. Carve the necessary dates upon the die.

These at least are steps that might be
taken. I have pronounced no curse on any well-meaning descendants
who may decide to thwart my wishes. An obelisk six feet tall is an
extravagance, and my love of extravagance has already subjected my
family to quite enough embarrassment as it is. My imaginary
stonecutter is quite right. A simple slab would suffice. The
still-born university at the foot of my mountain is suffering more
acutely from a shortage of cornerstones than from a lack of marble
busts. It is welcome to my three-foot cube if the Board of Visitors
can see their way to finishing another building or two—the
anatomical theater, perhaps? I would donate my body to be among the
first dissections if I thought my daughter would stand for it. At
the very least my bones might be properly prepared to hang in some
convenient niche where the students might gaze at my remains as
they pass; but then the inscription would need to be adjusted
accordingly. “Here hangs the skeleton of Thomas Jefferson, like a
gibbeted pirate or a rebel slave, his earthly frame picked clean by
birds and flies.”

You perceive, old friend, that my
imagination has taken a ghoulish turn of late, like my spiritual
brother, the Spanish painter who was compelled to hide his etchings
of hags and bats from the officers of the Church. Pinckney told me
the story in one of the first letters that he sent after presenting
his credentials in Madrid. Los Caprichos the etchings were
called, the whimsies or the flights of an uneasy mind. The
memorandum I have sent you, and indeed this letter itself, are
certainly whimsies of my own, though the Inquisition would find my
little drawing quite harmless. Superfluous, in fact. A cube and an
obelisk are perfectly familiar shapes. My description could hardly
be misunderstood. Why bother with a sketch at all?

Because any stone must first be a thing
before it becomes a symbol, my manes will reply. First
surfaces, then depths, though whether the depths are worth
exploring only you will be able to decide.
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