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   EDITOR’S NOTE

GUY DAVENPORT WAS, I WOULD ARGUE, THE FINEST PROSE STYLIST and most protean craftsman of his generation. He drew at once upon the most archaic and the most modern of influences to create lush experiments that often defy classification. And woven throughout that body of work is a radical and coherent philosophy of desire, design, and human happiness. Yet in some ways, Guy Davenport’s reputation preceded him at the expense of the work upon which that reputation was built. That is to say, Davenport’s writing was often thought to be so densely experimental and allusive, so disarmingly erudite that many readers never gave it, or themselves, a chance. And while Davenport could certainly be difficult — both in his work and in his life — he was much more than that. He was, for one thing, a wildly comic writer, and for another, a moving eulogist. He was a humanist and a moralist who believed that literature could encourage the best in a culture and stave off the worst.

Guy Davenport published many collections of stories, essays, translations, and poetry, but never has his writing in all of these genres been brought together until now. That is one reason for The Guy Davenport Reader. Another reason is to make an argument for the extraordinary range and even, yes, the accessibility of this remarkable writer. A final reason is to keep Davenport’s name and his work in front of the reading public seven years after his death from lung cancer. To pass over the experiments and insights, the beauty and acumen that lay at the heart of Guy Davenport’s writing is to miss a great deal.

Davenport’s translation of a Heraclitean fragment reads: “The most beautiful order of the world is still a random gathering of things insignificant in themselves.” He saw something of this ancient advice in cubist painting and collage, as well as in Ezra Pound’s insistence on “ideogrammic” composition, whereby disparate elements are held together by an integrated, unseen field of force. As a result, Davenport’s own short stories were highly influenced by this modernist impulse to assemble elements that one would not otherwise think belong together. Those experiments are on display here (“The Concord Sonata,” “Gunnar and Nikolai”), but so are more traditional narratives, biblical updates, an epistolary story, and Davenport’s constant reworkings and reweavings of history.

In his essays, Guy ranged from a rigorous scholar (“The Symbol of the Archaic,” “The Hunter Gracchus”) to a cultural critic (“A Letter to the Masterbuilder,” “What Are Revolutions?”) to an avuncular raconteur (“Finding,” “Ralph Eugene Meatyard”) and the ten essays presented here demonstrate the ease and eloquence with which he made those moves.

Davenport had been reading Greek since his days at Oxford in the ’40s, and his translations are at once trustworthy and made familiar to modern ears through his own idiomatic lens (such as when he hears Sappho say, “You make me hot”). Davenport’s translation of Rilke’s “First Duino Elegy” is like no other in English, primarily because he filtered it first through the Dutch of his fictional philosopher Adrian von Hovendaal.

I have tried to capture in this compendium the breadth of Davenport’s oeuvre by including stories and essays from his first collections, Tatlin! and The Geography of the Imagination respectively, and his last collections: The Cardiff Team and The Hunter Gracchus.

Also gathered here are two poems — the irresistible “Resurrection in Cookham Churchyard” and a fine imitation of Marianne Moore, “The Medusa” — as well as selections from the handwritten journals he kept throughout his life.

There is, of course, never any guarantee that what is best in a culture will survive. But thanks to the visionary American publisher Jack Shoemaker, The Guy Davenport Reader is one attempt to make it so.

              —Erik Reece, 2012




STORIES




Robot

DOWN THERE THE OCHRE HORSE WITH BLACK MANE, BLACK FETLOCKS, black tail, was prancing as if to a fanfare of Charpentier, though it would have been the music of shinbone fife and a drum that tickled her ears across the tall grass and chestnut forests along the Vézère.

Coencas, tousled haired, naked, and yawning, held Robot in his arms, dodging with lifted chin his wet nose and generous tongue. The campfire under its spit of forked sticks, its ashes ringed by rocks, looked abandoned in the woodslight at morning. The crickets had begun again, and a single nightingale trilled through their wild chirr on the slopes beyond the trees.

The old priest was coming from Brive to look at the horses, the reindeer, and the red oxen. He knows more about them, Monsieur Laval had told them, than any man in Europe. More, d’ailleurs, than any man in the world.

[image: ]

Ravidat was awake, propped on his elbows in his sleeping bag. In one of the pup tents Agnel and Estreguil lay curled like cats. A leaf stuck to Estreguil’s pink cheek. He had slept in a sweater, socks, and hat. Agnel’s knees were near his chin.

Queroy and Marsal were asleep in the other tent under Ravidat’s canvas jacket.

Since Thursday they had lived with the tarpans of the Dordogne in their eyes.

— Friday the thirteenth, Coencas said. C’était par bonheur, la bonne chance.

— We felt them on Thursday, Ravidat said, as when you know somebody’s in the house without seeing or hearing them. They knew we were there.

— Scare me, Estreguil said, so I can scare Agnel.

Ravidat stretched kneeling, his open blue shirt that had bunched around his shoulders in sleep tumbling down his arched back like a crumpled piece of the September sky above them. He stood, naked but for his shirt, fell forward into ten brisk push-ups while Robot barked in his face, then rolled onto his back and pedalled his long legs spattered with leafshadow in the sharp morning air.

— Ravidat, Marsal said gloomily from his tent, is having a fit.

— Show me, Estreguil said.

— Et alors, mes troglodytes, Coencas hailed the tents, help me get a fire going.

Estreguil crawled out in silly haste. Agnel rolled behind him. Robot studied them anxiously, looking for signs of a game.

Ravidat had pointed on Thursday toward the slope across the Vézère.

— He is over there! he called through cupped hands.

The others were catching up. Coencas had whittled a staff and was whacking thistle and goldenrod with it. Marsal put two fingers in his mouth and whistled like a locomotive.

Ravidat was watching the shaken sedge across the river where Robot nosed his way. He was seventeen, long of jaw, summer brown. His eyes were glossy black discs set in elm-leaf outlines of boyish lashes. His new canvas jacket smelled of pipeclay and gunpowder. His corduroy trousers were speckled with beggar’s lice and stick-tights. Over his shoulder he carried his uncle Hector’s old octagon-barreled breechloader.

The Vézère was low, for the summer had been dry, and the reeds along its bank were thick with dragonflies and quivering gnats.

Through a stand of scrub oak and plum bushes as yellow as butter the others filed toward him, Marsal with the other rabbit gun, Queroy with the sleeves of his sweater tied around his neck, Coencas in short blue pants, ribbed socks, a scab on one knee, brown cowlick over an eye, Estreguil sharp-nosed under a gray fedora, and little Agnel, who carried a frog.

The hum of an airplane had stopped them.

— Robot is over there on the slope, Ravidat said.

— A Messerschmidt, Coencas said. The Heinkels are much shriller.

— See my frog.

— When your hands are all warts where he’s peed on you, Queroy said, we’ll see your frog.

— The Stukas were so low we could hear them before we could see them, Coencas said. When a car stalled, or got hit, the people in the cars behind it would jump out and roll it in the ditch.

— They wouldn’t roll my car in the ditch, Queroy said.

— They would, if you got kicked in the balls, like one man I saw. There were fights all the time. But when the Stukas came over the road, going down it with their machineguns rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat, everybody took to the fields, or woods if there were any. Afterwards, there were burning cars to get off the road.

Agnel watched Coencas’s face with worried eyes.

— They are over there, Coencas said, pointing northwest.

Queroy spread his arms like a Stuka and ran in circles.

— Queroy is a Nazi, Estreguil said.

Estreguil was all dirty gold and inexplicably strange to look at. His hair was the brown of syrup, with eddies of rust spiralling in and out of the whorls of bright brass. His eyes were honey, his face apricot and wild pale rose over the cheeks. He had been to Paris, however, and had seen real Germans on the streets, had heard them pound on their drums. Coencas had only seen the bombers. Agnel didn’t know what he had seen.

— You might have to live forever in Montignac, Marsal said. The Germans may never let you go back home.

— I’m glad, Queroy said.

— Merde alors, Ravidat said. Then he shouted across the river:

— Bouge pas, Robot!

— He’s going up onto the hectares of the Rochefoucauld, Marsal said.

— We can cross down at the meadow ford, Ravidat said, leading the way. Marsal and Coencas joined him, and the three little boys came in a cluster behind, Agnel’s frog puffing its throat and swimming with a free hind leg. Estreguil’s large gray fedora was a gift from Madame Marsal, Jacques’s mother.

Robot had met them halfway up the slope, splashing his tail from side to side. His feet were still too big and he still fell when he wheeled. He squeaked when he barked and he squatted to pee, like his mother, which he did with a laugh, lolling tongue, and idiot eyes. He had never in his life seen a rabbit.

He thrashed his tail while Ravidat tickled him behind the ears.

— Find us a rabbit, old boy, Ravidat said. Find us a rabbit.

Robot let out his tongue in an ecstasy and rolled his tail.

— When the Nazi tanks turn, Coencas was explaining, they don’t do it like an auto. It comes, bram! bram! bram! to a corner. If it’s turning right, the right tread stops, clunk! and the left keeps the same speed, spinning it right around.

He swung his left leg out.

— And when it’s facing the street it’s turning into, the right tread starts again. Sparks fly out of the cobbles. Keen.

Queroy turned like a tank, spraying leaves.

— Are the rabbits just anywhere around here? Estreguil asked. Are they hiding?

They entered the oak forest at the top of the hill. The silence inside made them aware of the cricket whirr in the fields they had left, and the cheep of finches in the tall September grass. They could no longer hear the drone of the airplane. Caterpillars had tented over the oleanders.

The hills of the Dordogne are worn down to easy slopes, and outcroppings with limestone facings slice across the barrows of the hills.

— C’est bien ajusté le slip Kangourou? Coencas slapped Ravidat on the behind.

— Va à ravir, Ravidat laughed. Et marche aussi comme un coq en pâte.

— Capiteux, non?

Ravidat leaned his gun carefully against an alder, unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his fly, lowered his trousers, and raised his shirt tail. He was wearing a pair of Coencas’s underpants cut like swimming briefs, trim, succinct, and minimal.

— They’re the new style from Paris, Ravidat explained. They are called Kangourous.

— Because you jump in them! Agnel squealed.

— Because your queue sticks out of the pouch when you want it, Estreguil said. Idiot!

— Has your peter got bigger still? Queroy asked. His was as yet a little boy’s, his testicles no bigger than a fig.

Marsal, like Coencas, was old enough to have his aureole of amber hair, but Ravidat was already a man, full bushed in black.

— Let us see, Queroy said.

They looked at the rose heft of its glans with professional curiosity, the twin testicles plump and tight, Marsal and Queroy with envy, Coencas more complacently, though he felt his mouth going dry. Ravidat admired himself with animal pride.

Agnel considered these mysteries briefly and held out his frog to a tangle of gnats dancing in the air.

— Don’t hurt him, Estreguil said. Will he eat the gnats?

Coencas slid his hand down into his short pants, stuck out his tongue in sweet impudence, and bounced on his toes.

— Attendez! Marsal said quickly, his voice hushed.

Robot was crashing through leaves. His tenor bark piped down the slope.

Ravidat stuffed his cock back into his shorts and the frog leapt from Estreguil’s hands.

He grabbed his gun, holding it against his chest with his chin while he did up his trousers. Marsal was already away among the trees. Then they all galloped down the hill, elbows out for balance.

— Up and around! Marsal shouted.

— Show me the rabbit! Agnel cried from behind them.

Ravidat and Marsal were out front, stalking to the top of the slope, sighting along their guns. Coencas, his stick at the ready, was at their backs with Estreguil and Queroy.

— Say if you see my frog, Agnel said.

— Everybody stop! Ravidat cried. Keep quiet.

The woods were wonderfully silent.

— He went down the slope, Marsal said quietly, and then across, down there, and up again, didn’t he?

— If he catches it, will he eat it? Estreguil asked.

— Shut up.

Robot was barking again. They turned together.

— Show me the rabbit, Agnel said, falling backwards.

They ran around him.

— How did the dumb dog get behind us? Ravidat asked.

They plunged down the hill, looking, jumping for a better look, kneeling for a better look. The familiar oakwood as they ran through it became unfamiliar and directionless, as though it had suddenly lost its ordinariness.

Agnel tripped and fell, spewing up a dust of leaves. Ravidat and Coencas bounded over fallen trees, their mouths open like heroes in a battle. Marsal was more methodical, sprinting with his gun at port arms.

— Everybody still! he shouted.

Only Agnel kept padding on behind them.

— I hear Robot, Marsal said, but damned if I know where.

The woods were all at once quiet. The distances were deepening dark.

Then they heard Robot. His bark was vague and muted, as if down a well. It was beneath them.

— Holy God, Ravidat said.

— Quiet!

Marsal went on all fours and cocked his ear. Robot was howling like a chained puppy. Then he began to whimper.

— Robot! Ravidat called. Where are you? Eh, mon bon bougre, où es tu, hein?

Marsal began to move on hands and toes.

— He’s under the ground, Ravidat. In a fox den or rabbit burrow.

— He’ll come out, Ravidat said. I’ll bet he has a rabbit.

— Show me, Agnel said.

Marsal was walking around the hill, signalling for the others to follow. They could hear Robot’s howls more distinctly as they clambered over an ancient boulder, a great black knee of stone outcropping. They came to the upended roots of a fallen cedar.

— He’s down there! Marsal said.

The cedar in falling had torn a ragged shellhole in the hillside, and the weather had melted it down in upon itself. There was a burrow-mouth at the back of the cavity, down which Ravidat, lying on his stomach, shouted.

— Robot!

An echo gave back bô! bô! bô!

— Get out of there! Ravidat coaxed. Come up, old boy! Come up!

Marsal gave a keen whistle.

— He’s a hell of a long way down, Coencas said. You can tell. Ravidat took off his canvas jacket, throwing it to Marsal.

— I’m going in after him.

— The hole’s too small.

— Only the hole. You heard that echo. It’s a cave.

— Sticks, Marsal ordered. Everybody find a good stick.

Agnel set to, arms over his head. Marsal drew his hunting knife and began to hack at the edges of the hole.

— It goes in level, he said. It must drop later on.

Estreguil came dragging a fallen limb as long as a horse. Ravidat brought a leafy length of white oak, stripping branches from it as he dragged it up to the hole.

— Let’s get this up in there, he said, and walk it back and forth.

Ravidat and Coencas on one side, Marsal and Queroy on the other, like slaves at the oar of a trireme, they pushed and pulled, grinding the rim of the hole until Ravidat said that he thought he could crawl in.

— Go in backwards and feel with your feet, Marsal said. You can climb out then if you get stuck.

His legs in to the hips, he walked his elbows backwards, calling out, Courage, Robot! Je viens!

A half-circle of faces watched him: Marsal’s big gray eyes and tousled brown hair, Queroy’s long Spanish face with its eyes black as hornets, Coencas’s flat-cheeked lean face, all olive and charcoal, Estreguil’s long-nosed, buck-toothed blond face with its wet violet eyes, Agnel’s taffy curls and open mouth full of uneven milk teeth.

Level light from the setting sun shone on Ravidat’s face.

— We ought to have a rope, Marsal said.

— It goes down here, Ravidat’s muffled voice came out. There’s a ledge.

He lowered his feet, loose rotten stone crumbling as he found footholds. His elbows on the ledge, he struck a heap of scattering objects with his feet. They must lie on something. He dropped.

— I’m on another ledge! his distant voice rose, as if from behind closed doors several rooms away. I’m standing in a muck of bones. It’s a graveyard down here!

Earth poured on him in rivulets. An ancient dust, mortuary and feral, lifted from the bones he had disturbed. Coencas was wriggling in head first, loosening pebbles and sliding loam.

— Matches, he said, reaching down into the dark.

The he said:

— I’m coming down!

Ravidat caught him, shoulders and arms, so that the one, his feet still in daylight, hugged upside down the other standing in dark bones. They could hear Agnel saying:

— I’m next!

Coencas pivoted down, crashing onto the bones beside Ravidat.

— We’re on a ledge, I think. Feel with your foot.

Coencas struck a match. White clay in striated marl beside them, utter blackness beyond and below, where Robot whined and yelped. Another match: the bones were large, bladed ribs in a heap, a long skull.

— Bourzat’s ass!

— Queroy! Jacques! Ravidat shouted upwards. Last year, when old Bourzat’s ass disappeared, you remember? Here it is!

— It was just about when that storm blew this old tree over, you’re right, Marsal shouted down. You’re right.

— Does it stink? Agnel hollered.

Another match showed that the ledge dropped at a fierce angle, but could be descended backwards, if there were footholds.

— Keep striking matches, Ravidat said. I’m going down.

Robot had found a rhythm, three yelps and a wail, and kept to it.

— There’s no more ledge. I’m going to drop.

A slipping noise, cloth against stone, and then Coencas heard the whomp of feet on clay far below him in the dark.

— Robot, he heard, ici, ici, vieux bougre.

— I hear Robot’s tongue and tail, Coencas said upward. Everybody come on down. It’s a long drop after this ledge.

Coencas lowered himself from the ledge of bones and fell lightly onto soft clay.

— We’re here, Ravidat said from solid dark.

Marsal and Queroy were inside, handing down Agnel and Estreguil.

— Can we get back out? Marsal asked.

— Qui sait? Coencas said in the voice of Frankenstein’s monster, and his words, full of grunts and squeals, rolled around them.

— Is the rabbit down here, too? Estreguil said, panting.

— Can we breathe?

— Here’s the far wall.

A match showed it to be calcined and bulbous, a white billow of stone. The floor was uneven, ribbed like river sand, pot-holed, an enormous round-bottomed gully.

— I’ve never been so dark before, Agnel said.

— You’re scared! Estreguil said.

— So are you.

— It keeps going back, Ravidat’s hollow voice boomed in a strange blur.

— I’ve got two more matches.

The hole through which they had entered was a dim wash of light above them.

— Agnel, Ravidat said beside them, take Robot. Here! Keep steady with one hand. Hold onto Robot with the other. Coencas is going to stand on my shoulders, and push you up to the ledge. D’accord?

— Good old Robot! Estreguil said.

Ravidat braced himself against the wall. Coencas climbed onto his shoulders, reached down for Estreguil and Robot, pulled them up with a heave, and lifted them toward the light.

— Stand on your toes, Ravidat, Coencas said. I think we’re just going to reach.

Estreguil pushed Robot onto the bone ledge. Then, skinning both knees, he clambered up himself. Agnel went up next, and had to come down again: he couldn’t reach the ledge from Coencas’s shoulders.

— You go up, Queroy, Ravidat said, and pull Agnel up when you get there.

Marsal went up next, showered them with dirt and pebbles, and hollered down:

— How are you going to get up?

— Get that long limb, Ravidat commanded. Poke it in, and you four bastards hold onto it for all you’re worth.

Coencas climbed out first, using the limb as a rope, and Ravidat followed. The clarity of the long summer twilight still held. Robot was in Agnel’s arms.

— We have, Ravidat said in a level voice, discovered a cave.

— Tell nobody, Marsal said. Estreguil! Agnel! You understand? Nobody. It’s our cave.

— Find my frog, Agnel said.

— It’s a damned big cave, Ravidat said. And Marsal and Queroy know what I’m thinking.

— What? asked Coencas. What is there to think about a cave?

At the ford Agnel fell into the Vézère. They dressed him in Queroy’s sweater, and Ravidat carried him piggyback to the great spreading beech in Montignac.

— Regardez les grands chasseurs! the old men at their coffee sang out.

Agnel had gone to sleep, Robot sat and let his tongue hang down, and Ravidat gave a confidential nod to the Catalan garage mechanic.

What he wanted, once they were leaning nonchalantly against the castle wall across the road from the beech and the elders, was grease. Old grease. And the use, for a day, of the old grease gun that had been retired since the new one arrived.

— Grease, my goose?

Precisely. The use to which it was to be put would be known in time. Meanwhile, could it be a matter among friends?

— Seguramente.

And he needed it first thing in the morning.

Queroy, Marsal, and Estreguil were to come out to the cave as soon as they were out of school. They could bring Agnel. Better to keep him in on it than have him pigeon.

— Meet me, Ravidat said to Coencas, at the flat rock on the river as soon as you’re up. Va bien?

Bien. He heard the Heinkels in the night, and the cars of the refugees going through Montignac, headed south. He thought of the armies north and west, of white flares falling through the night sky, and of the long clanking rocking tanks that would most certainly come south. An old man under the great tree had said that the French battle flags had been taken to Marseille and had been paraded through the streets there. They were on their way, these flags, to the colonies in Africa.

By cockcrow he was up, making his own bowl of coffee, fetching the day’s bread from the baker, as a surprise for his mother. He left a note for her saying that he would be back in the afternoon, and that he would be just south of town, in the Lascaux hills.

On the flat rock when he got there lay Ravidat’s shoes and socks, trousers, canvas jacket, blue shirt and Kangourou underpants. Ravidat himself was swimming up the river toward him. He stripped and dove in, surfacing with a whoop. Ravidat heaved himself out of the river and sat on the flat rock, streaming. The day was a clear gray, the air sweet and cool. He walked in his lean brown nakedness to a plum bush from which he lifted a haversack that Coencas had not seen. Inside, as he showed the wet, grinning Coencas, was a long rope, the grease gun, and a thermos of coffee.

— A sip now, he said, the rest for later.

They dried in the sun. The coffee was laced with a dash of cognac.

— What do you think we’re going to see? Coencas asked.

They secured the rope outside the cave, and let themselves down the shelved clay. Ravidat lit a match and fired the grease gun: the kind of torch with which he had gigged frogs at night. The flame was greenish yellow and large as a handkerchief. Ravidat held it high over his head.

— You’ll see when you see.
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Neither spoke.

Everywhere they looked there were animals. The vaulted ceiling was painted, the crinkled walls lime white and pale sulphur were painted with horses and cows, with high-antlered elk and animals they did not know. Between the animals were red dots and geometric designs.

— Did you know they were here?

— Yes, Ravidat said. They had to be.

The torch showed in its leaping flare a parade of Shetland ponies bounding like lambs. Above them jumped a disheveled cow like the one in Mère Oie over the moon. Handsome plump horses trotted one after the other, their tails arched like a cat’s. The cave branched into halls, corridors, tunnels.

They found long-necked reindeer, majestic bulls, lowing cows, great humped bison, mountain goats, plaited signs of quadrate lines, arrows, feathers, lozenges, circles, combs.

All the animals were in files and herds, flowing in long strides down some run of time through the silence of the mountain’s hollow.

— They are old, Ravidat said.

— Tout cela est grand, Coencas said, comme Victor Hugo.

— They are prehistoric, like the painted caves of the Trois Frères and Combarelles. You have not been to them?

The cave was even larger than Ravidat had thought. It branched off three ways from where he had lit the torch, and two of these passages branched off in turn into narrow galleries where the floor was not clay but cleft rock. Their echoes rounded in remote darkness.

— It goes on and on.

They heard shouts outside: Marsal, Queroy, Estreguil, Agnel. They were out of school.

— Come look! Ravidat called up to them. It is Noah’s Ark down here!

They told no one of the cave for three days. On the fourth they told their history teacher, Monsieur Laval, who had once taken them to the caves at Combarelles and Les Eyzies. He came out to the cave, trotting the last steep ten metres. When they held the torch for him, he gripped his hands and tears rimmed his eyes.

— Of all times! Of all times!

He found a lamp by which the painters had worked, the mortar in which the colors were ground, the palette.

Coencas found another lamp, a shallow dish in which a wick soaked in deer fat had lit the perpetual night of the cave.

They began to find, sunk in the clay of the floor, flint blades, though most of them were broken. They found most of these shattered stone knives, thirty-five of them in all, just beneath the buffalo and the herd of horses.

— Maurice Thaon! Monsieur Laval said. We must get Maurice Thaon. He will know who must be told.

Breuil, Thaon, who came the next day, bringing a block of drawing paper, told them, is just over at Brive-la-Gaillarde with Bouysonnie, would you believe it?

Ravidat held the torch while he drew.

— I had a note from him last week. He will be frantic. He will dance a dance in his soutane. He will hug us all. The war has driven us together here, and we have found the most beautiful of the old caves.

— Lascaux, he said, as if to the horses that seemed to quiver in the torchlight. Lascaux.

The postman went to Brive on the nineteenth with Monsieur Laval’s note addressed to L’Abbé Henri Breuil, whom he had the distinguished honor of informing that in a hillside on the estate of the Comtesse de la Rochefoucauld a prehistoric cave with extensive paintings had been discovered by some local boys. Knowing the eminent prehistorian would like to inspect this very interesting site, he awaited word from him and begged him to accept his most elevated sentiments.

Thaon arrived later the same day with drawings.

— A car! the Abbé shouted. Do we have the petrol? For myself, I can walk.

They drove up the next day at the Great Tree of Montignac in the Abbé Bouysonnie’s wheezing Citroën. Laval mounted their running-board and directed them to the Lascaux hills.

Robot barked them to a halt.

— Here we are! Monsieur Laval said, shifting from foot to foot and waving his arms as if he were conducting a band.

The six boys, all with uncombed hair, stood in front of the automobile. L’Abbé Breuil herded them before him like so many geese.

— Brave boys, he cried, wonderful boys.

He stopped to look at their camp, shaking hands even with Estreguil and Agnel, who had never shaken hands with anybody before.

— I am decidedly prehistorical myself, is that what you’re thinking, mon gosse?

Estreguil broke into a wide smile. He instantly liked the wide-backed old priest.

— Oh, I’m well beyond halfway to a hundred, and then some, he said to Agnel.

Then he turned to Ravidat, who stood with Robot in his arms.

— And that’s the pooch to whom we’re indebted, is it?

He patted the suspicious Robot, and mussed Ravidat’s hair.

They promptly forgot that this was the man who knew more about prehistoric caves than anybody else in Europe. He was simply an easy old priest with a wounded eye. His face was long, rectangular, big-eared, with strong lines dropping to comfortable pendules and creases under his jaws. A silken wattle hung under his chin. The gray bristles of his thick eyebrows rose and fell as if part of the mechanism of his meticulous articulateness.

— My eye? Prehistory got it. We’ve been climbing around Les Eyzies all week, Bouysonnie and I, and one of your indestructible bushes, through which, mind you, I was making my way in clear forgetfulness of my age, whacked me in the eye. I see lights in it, rather beautiful.

— But I’m forgetting my manners. This is Dr. Cheynier, who has come to help me, he said to the boys as if uncovering a surprise, and this is Monsieur l’Abbé Bouysonnie, who is an expert in primitive religions. And we’re all anxious to enter the cave, if you are ready.

The first thing the Abbé’s electric lamp found inside the cave was the rabbit.

It sat chilled with fear in the cone of light, its sides shivering. Marsal and Ravidat moved beside it just outside the beam, and the one chased it into the other’s arms.

— We’ve not seen it the whole time we’ve been down here, Ravidat said.

— He was the first one in! Coencas said.

— Take him up, the Abbé said, and let him loose, and don’t let the dog get him. He must be famished.

They heard Agnel shouting above.

— The rabbit! The bunny!

Light after light came on. A star trembled on the Abbé’s horn-rimmed glasses. Silent, he looked. His withered right hand was on Marsal’s shoulder, as if he needed to touch the force that brought him here. A battery of lights shifted over their heads. Ravidat held the largest. Queroy aimed a long flashlight.

With his left hand the Abbé traced in the air the suave curves of a horse’s back and belly.

— The colors! The tints! The gaiety of their movements! The wit of the drawing, the intelligence!

— They are old, are they not, Monsieur l’Abbé?

— Yes, mon cher Laval, no doubt at all of that.
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He pointed higher, the lights climbing with his aim.

— They are as old as Altamira. Older, far older, than civilization.

A long cow faced her bull in the heart of the cave, the titan grandmother of Hathor and the cows of Africa upon whom the Nuer people still wait, burnishing their hair with her urine, imagining the female sun between her horns, replenishing the divine within human flesh with her holy blood.

With them run, as if pacing to the music of the first voice of the world, horses, elk, bears, and a spotted animal whose only portrait occurs here and whose bones have never been found. This first voice, the discourse of waters and rain, of wind in leaves and grass and upon mountain rocks, preceded the laugh of the jackal and the voices of the animals themselves, the rising wind of the cow’s low, the water voice of the horse, the trumpet of the elk, bleat of the deer, growl of the bear.

In the Abbé’s left eye trembled a jangle of red. He saw the prancing horse the color of rust through a snow of fireflies.

— Thaon brought me a drawing of this.

And of a line of reindeer:

— They are swimming a river. I have seen the motif before, carved on bone.

He worked the clay of the floor in his fingers.

— The bears were going when this cave was painted. Man could enter. The Aurignacian snow owl still drifted in at twilight, for the mice. One can imagine the sound of her wings in this stillness. The red rhinoceros was too blind to venture so much dark. The world belonged to the horse, the tarpan, the reindeer. Lion was terrible, but man could smoke him out of the caves, and lion, when the encounter came, was afraid of horse. The old elephants kept to themselves, eating trees.

They found the horse drawn upside down.

— Falling, do you suppose? Or weren’t they oriented to the horizon, to the vertical? And these signs, these hieroglyphs! Are we ever going to read them, Bouysonnie?

They climbed out for lunch, cold chicken and mayonnaise and wine which Abbé Bouysonnie brought in two hampers, with Camembert and bread for dessert.

— It is a very great thing, is it not? Dr. Cheynier asked Abbé Breuil.

— So great that I sit here stunned. Absolument bouleversé! If there is a reason for my hanging on to such a disgraceful old age, it was to see this cave. A rabbit, a dog named — do I remember right? — Robot, these boys, a doctor’s ration of petrol — he winked at Cheynier — and I suppose we must even give grudging thanks to the filthy boches for driving me from Paris. A veritable conspiracy of Providence!

Bouysonnie smiled.

— You’ve always, my dear Henri, been just around the corner from the discoveries, when, indeed, you weren’t yourself the discoverer.

— I have, the Abbé said, I have.

He turned to the boys. Estreguil, who was sucking his fingers, was embarrassed.

— I have been around. Africa, oh yes, and China even. I was in China with a nephew of Voltaire who was quite close to his accomplished granduncle in spirit and brains. The church, in fact, thinks him too very much like his uncle, in a different sort of way. We went to China to look for the deep, the very deep, past of man. At Tcheoukou-tien, a village some thirty-five kilometres below Peking, just under the lovely Fang Mountains — the Fang shan — shan is mountain — we found a very old skull, four hundred thousand, perhaps five hundred thousand years old. Five hundred thousand years old! Cinq cent mille ans!

He looked at each boy in turn, to make certain that they were following.

— Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, that was my friend in China, the nephew of Voltaire. A tall man, all angles like a proper Jesuit. Me, I’m just a parish priest. They called us Don Quichotte and Sancho Panza, our friends in those days. A man name of Pei made the actual discovery. We went to look at the tools. I was most interested in fire, and the ancient men of Peking definitely had that. As a matter of fact they cooked and ate each other.

— Ate each other!

It was Estreguil who interrupted, and Agnel looked at him as if he knew more about the subject than the old priest.

— Most prehistoric people did, Abbé Breuil said, rolling a cigarette.

— What are these caves? Dr. Cheynier asked.

— Arks for the spirits of animals, I think. The brain is inward, where one can see without looking, in the imagination. The caves were a kind of inward brain for the earth, the common body, and they put the animals there, so that Lascaux might dream forever of her animals, as man in the lust of their beauty and in need of their blood, venison, marrow, and hides, and in awe of their power and cunning, thought of them sleeping and waking.

He drank back the last of his wine and held his cup out for more.

— They were neither gods nor fetishes nor kinfolk nor demons nor mere food, but something of all.

An airplane buzzed in the distance.

— The animals themselves have sometimes confronted us, you know! I mean bones, and the mammoths found frozen in Siberia, I mean the beasts themselves in all their ruin, as distinct from paintings, engravings, carvings.

Coencas was trying to see the airplane.

— Listen carefully. In the Swiss Alps, up the side of the majestic Drachenberg, five thousand feet above the valley floor, you can find the entrance to a cave. It was in its day a hunters’ cave. Inside it we have found all sorts of bones: wolf, lion, chamois, stag, even hare, who was a hefty alpine fellow in those times, before the last Ice Age locked all that world into a solid glacier and thousands of years of snow.

— The cave bear, an enormous creature now extinct, was a kind of god, or totem. They broke his bones and sucked out the marrow after they had eaten his flesh and rendered his grease and dressed themselves in his hide. But they placed his skull reverently on ledges in open caves, looking outward, sometimes as many as fifty, all looking outward with their eye sockets, formidable I assure you, especially when they are found, as in the cave of the Drachenberg, covered with ten thousand years of dust.

— Fine dust, not quite half an inch thick. It looks as if the skulls were sculpted of dust.

— The snouts of these dread cave bears are all pointed out toward the sunrise, each in its hump of dust, its mask of dust, and each with its pair of empty bear eyes under a brow of dust. The lower jaws have all been removed, so that the long yellow teeth hang more bear-like in the dark while the sun, morning after morning for twenty thousand years, found the skulls on their ledges. It was like a shop with nothing to sell on its shelves but skulls of bears.
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Estreguil and Agnel put their arms around each other.

— You have, some of you, the Abbé said to the boys, been to Combarelles and Font-de-Gaume, Monsieur Laval has told me. It was I who discovered them, oh years and years ago, when your parents were infants. So you see, you have been in my caves and now I have been in yours. Nous sommes comfrères!

— You are not, you know, the first boys to have discovered a paleolithic cave, though it seems that you have found the most beautiful of them all.

— Three strapping fine brothers discovered Le Tuc d’Audoubert and Les Trois Frères. They were in their teens when they found the Tuc, and soldiers home on leave from that other awful war when they found the cave that’s named for them. Max, Louis, and Jacques de Bégouën they were. Their father is the Comte de Bégouën, Henri as he must always be to me, as I am Henri to him. He has retired after a lovely career of politics and owning a newspaper and such terrible things to a house in the Ariège, near St. Giron, though he has never really retired. He is, if I can put it euphemistically, a man who has never lost his taste, bless him, for the good things of this life.

— His dear wife died early, leaving him three sons to bring up. We may note that they were brought up very well indeed, if just a touch wild, young wolves even in their Sunday best. And the Count Bégouën, never stinting his love of good food, a splendid cellar, and a gracious lady with whom to share them, is now in his eightieth year, and hale as a prime bull.

— But I’m getting off my subject as if I were eighty myself. On the Bégouën property, Montesquieu-Avantès, the little river Volp runs right through a largish hill, in one side, out the other. What else must a boy do, I need not tell you, but build a raft of oilcans and wooden boxes, and paddle himself into that cave?

— That’s what Max did, oh most decidedly. A farmer thereabouts, François Camel, had been as far up the Tuc d’Audoubert end of the mountain as where you can’t go any farther unless you are a weasel, but that never stopped a boy, to my knowledge.

— They all went, of course, Jacques and Louis too. They got to a kind of beach and, what do you know, they came across an inscription scratched there in the eighteenth century. They had to turn back, but not for long. They came back and hacked the weasel hole until they could get into it. They found that it was a gours, a chimney in the rock, and up it they scampered, forty feet.

— When we turned the rabbit loose that Robot chased into the cave, Estreguil said, he ran as if the Germans were after him!

— Tais-toi! Ravidat said. D’oú sors-tu?

The Abbé sighed, and smiled.

— And what did they find there? Sculpture! The very first prehistoric discoveries were of course sculpture, carved pebbles and bones, but this was modelled in clay, two bison, two bison moreover about to copulate. Close by they found the heelprints of children, such as Cartailhac would find later, also in the heart of a mountain, around the headless statue of a bear, with evidence that a real bear’s head had been staked onto it. Both these sites seem to have been the occasion of a single ceremony. The animals were shaped by the light of a torch, who knows with what sacred dread, and children danced on their heels, and the cave was closed forever.

— The curious thing about this cave is that if you were to drill through the rock in the right direction you would come to the end of another cave, the Trois Frères, which the Bégouën boys found in 1916. At the uttermost recess of it is that strange sorcerer, or god, a man dancing in a mask with a beard. He wears antlers, a horse’s tail, bear’s paws. His sex is human, but it is placed where a cat’s is, under the tail. He is our oldest portrait of God.

— The caves are the first draft of the book of Genesis, when man was a minor animal, not suspecting that the divine fire in his heart was unique. He was thousands of years away from the domesticating of these animals. The dog was the first. He is man’s oldest friend.

Abbé Breuil lit his pipe.

— Oh, Robot knew they were down there! He is one of them. I’m afraid I’ve already scandalized the archbishop — he winked at Agnel — with the heresy I can’t get out of my head that animals most obviously have souls, but unfallen ones, as they did not participate in the sinful pride of our common parents. Ancient man must have been in some measure envious of the animal, suspecting its superiority.

— He was right, of course, he added.
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A man in blue overalls had come up behind them.

— Ramón! Ravidat called out.

It was Ramón’s grease gun that had first illumined the cave. But he was signalling that he did not wish to be called to. He sat under a tree some metres away and lit his pipe. He winked at Ravidat and made himself comfortable.

— Abbé, are we going down again today?

— I think not, Thaon. I should rest my eye. It’s full of lights again. Will the boys keep their guard?

— You couldn’t drive them away, Monsieur Laval said. They’re well set up in their camp. Pour eux, c’est une aventure.

— For us all, the Abbé smiled. We shall be at the Hôtel Commerce, he said to the boys, tweaking Agnel’s ear and Estreguil’s nose.

He shook hands with Ravidat, acknowledging his age and responsibility. His eyes indicated Ramón under the tree.

— Let no one into the cave, he said.

— That’s an old friend, Ravidat explained. He is the mechanic in Montignac.

— Tiens. Jusqu’à demain.

As the Citroën bounced down the hill, Monsieur Laval on the runningboard, the Abbé Breuil waving his handkerchief from a window, Ramón walked toward them, his hands in his pockets.

— Madame Marsal, he said, will be sending up hot soup.

He approached Ravidat with a look that was both intimate and inquisitive.

— Is it a big cave?

— It’s a right good size, yes.

Ramón looked about him. He indicated with his eyes that he wanted a word apart. Ravidat followed him.

— Wait, Ramón said. Marsal aussi.

He put the flat end of his hand out to the others. Then he stared at Coencas, who was looking at them from under his cowlick.

— You too, Ramón said. Come with us.

Queroy, Agnel, and Estreguil drew together, left out of a conspiracy.

— Why can’t they come? Coencas asked.

Ramón’s face showed that Coencas had jeopardized his own eligibility.

— What’s it all about? Coencas was persistent.

Ramón saw his mistake. All or none, however dangerous that seemed. He stood in his indecision, pulling his nose.

— Igual, he said. Gather around.

He squatted, taking cigarette paper and a sack of paper from his pockets.

— This matter is for cojónes, he said in a low voice. The priests will be through looking at the pictures in the caves in a few days. That’s to be seen. I shall talk with him, too. And with the others. They’re all French.

He sealed the cigarette with the tip of his tongue.

— The Germans are not here yet.

He looked at each of them in turn.

— They will be, in time. There are some of us who will be ready. Do you understand?

— I think I see, Ravidat said.

— We call ourselves the Résistance. We are all over France. Have you heard about us, Ravidat? No? Well, you have now. You and Marsal own guns. And you know your way about.

— You are a refugee, hein? he said to Coencas.

— From Charleville.

— And you and you, Ramón said to Estreguil and Agnel.

— They’re old enough to understand, Ravidat said.

— I want you to swear, Ramón said. One hand on your balls, one on your heart. Swear!

— So help us God.

Ramón looked over his shoulder. It was only Robot jumping at a cricket. They sat quietly, listening to the trill of the nightingales and the wash of wind in the trees.

— The important thing at the moment, Ramón said, is a place to stash ammo. I can get straight off a consignment of Bren guns, if I can find a place to hide them. Is that cave big enough?

— You can hide anything in it, Ravidat said. It’s as big as a castle down there.

— If you tell the priest, Coencas said, he won’t let you. He’ll be afraid you’ll hurt the pictures.

— Foutre les tableaux, Ramón said. We won’t tell him, then. We’ll wait until he clears out.

— He’s already said, Marsal put in, that he wants to keep the cave secret. That fits in. His secret and our secret will work out the same.

— Anybody who lets our secret out, Ramón said quietly, will have to answer to the Résistance. And we are many.

— When do we start? Coencas asked.

— I’ll tell you when the time comes. The priest will be measuring the cave. Remember his figures. And tell me all his plans. When he’s gone, we can begin to move.

He stood up.

— I’m going back down to the village.

He scooped Agnel up under the arms and held him above his head.

— You know about the Germans? he said. The war? If you tell anybody about this, we lose the war. If you don’t, we win.

He set him down.

— That goes for you too, he said to Estreguil, crooking his finger as if on a trigger.

— For all of us.

He set off, as casually as he came.

— Ravidat, he said, vous avez la verge la plus longue. Soyez le capitaine de ces voyous!

— Nous sommes soldats! Queroy said.

— Agents, au moins, Ravidat said.

— Des espions!

The moon when it rose was red and perfectly round. Robot gave it a perfunctory trombone howl, joined by Agnel, answered by an owl.

Queroy hinted that Marsal was afraid to be in the Résistance, that his mother wouldn’t let him if she knew, and got his lip split in a pinwheel of a fight by the fire. Ravidat parted them with slaps and made them shake hands.

Estreguil fell asleep in his clothes beside Robot, who slept facing the fire.

Coencas standing in the red light pulled off his shorts and studied his dick.

— Mine’s the next longest, he said to Ravidat.

— Mine is, Marsal said, crawling back out of his bedroll.

— No, Ravidat said. Robot, I think, is next in rank.

Next morning they found the figure of the hunter in the shaft at the back of the cave, a mere stick of a man, bird-headed, ithyphallic, childish. Beside him is a carved bird on a staff. His spear has gored a bison, whose bowels are spilling out. To the left of the hunter is a rhinoceros.

— These signs, Thaon! What do they mean? These quartered squares on legs, are they houses on piles, as in the Swiss lake wattle houses, houses perhaps for souls? Are those feather shapes arrows, spears?

— Your houses, l’Abbé Bouysonnie said, have four legs. Could not they too be horses? Written horses beside the drawn horses?

We’ve got onto a wall of cats. Mountain lions, probably. One old tom has his tail up, testicles well drawn, spraying his territorial boundaries.
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— The artist, Abbé Breuil added, has observed the whiplash curve you get in a stream of water coming from a shaking source. We have all seen a cat wiggle his behind when he’s peeing.

Another cat has an arrow in its side, like the Sumerian lioness. These are engraved, not painted like the larger beasts.

Outside, over coffee, Abbé Breuil talked about the hunter, the disemboweled bison, and the rhinoceros.

— The rhinoceros trotting off to the left is in heat, you can tell that from her arched tail, even if you’ve only seen a cow or a cat ready for the male. It was the realism of the chat qui pisse that led me to see that. The rhythmic dots drawn under her tail are her delicious odor, I should think. She is ready to breed.

— To the Aurignacian hunter she is ready to die. Except that it is not death he brings with his spear. It is mating in another sense. Nor does this picture mean that she is to die while in heat. It means that in the painter’s vocabulary of symbols to die by the spear and to receive the male are cognate female verbs.

— Reality is a fabric of many transparent films. That is the only way we can perceive anything. We think it up. Reality touches our intuition to the quick. We perceive with that intuition. Perhaps we perceive the intuition only, while reality remains forever beyond our grasp.

— Man is the juvenile bearer, the penis bearer. Woman conceives through a wound that bleeds every lunar cycle, except when she holds the gift of the child, magically healed. The hieroglyphs of these cave painters for wound and vulva are probably the same.

Monsieur Thaon frowned.

— The hunter with arms outspread before the wounded bison is embracing the idea of death, which to him is the continuity of life. The spilling entrails are an ideogram of the vagina. The bison is life under the guise of death. Who knows what metamorphosis death was to these archaic minds?

— The hunter wears a bird mask exactly like the bird on his shaman’s baton. He is therefore not a picture of a man but of that intuitive film over reality we call myth. He has assumed the character that the bird totem also represents. Together they have brought the bison down.

The terrace of the Hôtel Commerce, cèpes paysannes, Laval, Thaon, Breuil, Bouysonnie, truite meunière. Ravidat is in a chair apart, his fingers laced together. Coencas, slapping his beret on his thigh, has just come in.

— I was at Altamira, bless you, in the year 1902! the Abbé was saying. Eh! It was discovered by a dog, too. It was, it was! I have just now remembered the coincidence. It must have been Robot’s Spanish grandfather.

— The cave, but not the paintings, which were discovered by a little girl. Her father, the owner of the property, had been going out to the cave for years, once his dog had found it, but he was looking for celts and flints. He had never once looked at the ceiling, if you can imagine. One day his little daughter came along with him, and walked in and looked up, first thing. Papa, she said, los toros, los toros!

— Cartailhac was convinced that those bulls were thousands and thousands of years old. I went down with him and began making drawings of them. I’ve been in the business ever since.

— One day at Altamira I was on my back drawing. They hadn’t yet lowered the floor as they have now. I was working with crayons by candlelight, dabbéd all over with dripping wax, drawing the great mural of bulls, when a very large-eyed young Spaniard came in on hands and knees. He had come from Barcelona, and his clothes were, I remember, of the Bohemian cut as they said in those days.

The Abbé’s eyes became mischievous and knowing.

— He said bon jour and I said bon jour, odd as it was, vous savez, to be of a civility deep in a Magdalenian cave. And bon jour was precisely all the French he had. He lay on his back, looking, looking. Hermoso, he kept saying, hermoso. He was not interested in the age of the drawings, but, ma foi, in their beauty. He asked, as best I understood his Spanish, if he might touch them, and I explained that pigments that had adhered to limestone for twenty thousand years weren’t likely to rub off now. But he didn’t touch them. He took one of my candles and followed the bold lines of the beasts as if he were drawing them. There was a terrible look on his face, wonder and admiration, and a kind of worship.

— I got his name straight once we were outside. Picasso. It meant nothing to me then, of course. Such eyes.

— Picasso. He did not forget Altamira. His eye has never forgotten anything. The bison at Altamira were to him très moderne. I have always thought of him as a Cro-Magnon painter out of time.

— The painted caves in Spain are in the north, in the Cantabrian mountains. They are all across, from San Román in the west to Santimamiñe in the east, and this last is outside Guernica where the divebombers struck first in this awful war.

— And when Picasso painted his great symbolic picture of the bombing of Guernica, he made one of the bulls of Altamira dominate the design.

— But yes! said Abbé Bouysonnie. And I had never seen that at all.

— I like to think of that bull, whether at Altamira or in the angry and eloquent Guernica, as Being itself, in all its power and dumb presence.

And as if he suddenly found it more comfortable to change the subject, the Abbé Breuil turned to Monsieur Laval:

— What a beautiful old tree! he said of the Montignac beech that filled the place with its shade. They are cutting them down, you know, all over France, an obstruction to artillery sighting. A village without a tree is like a woman without hair. Some poet must write an elegy for the trees of the French villages, nay, for the trees of Europe. There was a venerable oak at Guernica, wasn’t there? Some great pagan tree that burned when the divebombers came. I keep coming back, it seems, to Picasso.

— But, Bouysonnie said, Picasso does not allude to the Basque oak in his mural, does he?

— No, no, Breuil said. It is not in the prehistoric genius to depict trees. This man Picasso is a painter from the Reindeer Age. The Guernica with its wounded horse, its hieratic bull, its placing of images over images, is a prehistoric painting. It honors and grieves and stands in awe. I have copied hundreds and hundreds of these beasts until they file through my dreams. God will take me to them when I die, to the saucy Shetland tarpans whose jet manes run the length of their backs, to the long red ox and woolly rhinoceros. But perhaps the Guernica I see is not the one everybody sees. The painting I see is as old as Lascaux.

The Drachenberg bears, their jaws full of shadow: We are Ursus, companions of the Pole Star, god of the Finnmark, brothers of Artemis Diktynna, lords of the forest. We are Bruin, Arkturus, Baloo. We are eaters of the honey of the bees of Han, the golden bees of Mykinai and Tiryns, the red bees of the Merovingians. Man with his gods, fire and flint drove us from the caves but put our souls on the walls along with blind bison, shrill horse, slow cow, royal salmon, wizard elk, cruel puma, idiot jackal.

In the forecourt of the chthonic granary of souls at Lascaux two long cows shamble toward three long cows, dewlapped Indus horned cattle lowing and prancing on stiff forelegs. They are not domestic and pied but wild and brown, still in their eland grazing age. Nor are these aurochs yet Hathor nor the royal herds of Harappa. They are, bulls and cows together, female to the Magdalenian mind, creatures of the realm of woman. So were bison, ox, and mammoth. The male domain was horse, ibex, stag.

Breuil leaned on his geologist’s pick and gazed.

The bison transfixed by the hunter’s spear at the back of the cave is new to us. In a kind of visual pun the spear is drawn from the sexual parts downward and emerges along the bison’s belly like a penis in a ventral foreskin. Men have read languages before now without a dictionary.

How could he decipher what men had forgotten twenty thousand years ago?

His eye hurt. He was old. This place was holy. To know, to know.

— No, Breuil, he said to himself aloud. To see.

Robot on his knees, the Abbé sat in the red rain of light that trembled through the shelved leaves of the great tree in the place. Ravidat sat at his feet in a seine of leafshadow. Monsieur le Maire in his high collar and the tricolor across his breast rolled the wine in his glass. Agnel and Estreguil stood on each side of Maurice Thaon, whose hands rested on their shoulders.

[image: ]

— You cannot imagine Africa, the Abbé was saying. Djibouti in the Somaliland, on the Gulf of Aden, Nizan, is it not, who calls Aden the worst place in the world? Djibouti, then, is the next worst place. Admiral Scott, you remember, when he first saw Antarctica, said, Mon Dieu! What an awful place! and I wish I could have said something as fine about Djibouti but I was speechless.

The Mayor looked from Thaon to a concierge in black stockings who was standing at a respectable distance from the men. He nodded with deep appreciation of the abbé’s words.

— You have lived all your life in France, mess gosses, messieurs et dames.

He, too, nodded politely to the concierge, who dared not acknowledge the honor except by folding her arms.

— The Somaliland is a baked waste. My American friend Monsieur Kelley once said that France smells of wine, urine, and garlic, but Africa smells of carrion, of merde ripened by flies as big
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