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  The past beats inside me like a second heart.


  (The Sea, 2005)
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  Preface


  Possessed of a Past chiefly comprises extracts from the authors fifteen novels to date, from Nightspawn (1971) through to Ancient Light
  (2012). The prose pieces that make up Revelations (and here the term has less to do with disclosure than it does Wallace Stevenss dictum that [d]escription is
  revelation), are each discrete and self-standing. They require neither the crutch of commentary nor any elucidation. Separately, they offer the satisfactions of a short story, without being
  one; collectively, they form a wider narrative of medleyed voices.


  Included in the Reader are selections from the authors stage and radio plays, among them a few shards from The Broken Jug (crackpots quibbling over a cracked pot);
  Conversation in the Mountains (a fictionalised account of the famously mysterious encounter between Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger in the philosophers mountain retreat at
  Todtnauberg); and Stardust (three short monologues voiced from beyond the grave by Copernicus, Kepler and Newton).


  There are essays on the art of fiction, that blest world of artifice and verisimilitude, wherein Banville expounds on the artistic concentration and his own internal
  promptings. Homage to Beckett, and deference to Joyce, is paid in two extensive essays on Banvilles great literary forebears.


  Personal memoir features too, with reminiscences of childhood summers in Rosslarecard-playing in chalets, chips cooked on a Kosangas stove, girls with sun-bleached hair, a boy with webbed
  toesthat prefigure the authors Man Booker Prize-winning novel, The Sea. Recollected also is a clandestine trip to Prague, and a rendezvous with a blacklisted Professor for
  whom the author had volunteered to smuggle into the West a sheaf of Josef Sudek prints. How much of this first visit to Prague am I remembering, and how much is being invented for
  me?


  From first visits to firstlings, the nascent efforts of the tyro. Among the early works gathered here is The Party, written a half-century ago when the author was
  seventeen. Not seen in print since 1966, The Party was not only Banvilles first published work, but also the first writing in which he heard something that was in a
  curious way not my own. It was distinct from me, it had a strangeness about it, that strangeness which is, I think, the mark of art.


  The volume concludes where things begin for any author: the blank page, and the begetting of a text. Reproduced in facsimile and transcript are the initial workings of what became
  the First Light section of The Infinities. Remarkable not least of all for the authors exquisite penmanship, this early draft shows Banville sedulously shaping his
  sentences, striking up that all-important rhythm, the characters being limned into life.


  There are myriad correspondences throughout this Reader, prompted in no small part by the pieces propinquity to each other, their thrumming nextness. Notes sounded in
  the earlier fictions soar to their mellifluous apogees elsewhere; echoes sift from the air in whole flocks over this retrospective.


  For Banville is a rapt and rigorous observer of the quotidian, his prose celestial, the pages salted with the stars of detail via which James Wood says we navigate our darkened
  lives. One hopes that the limpid light which falls over these stepping-stone selections may yet lead readers to the greater corpus of this mischievous, most masterly, of artificers.


  Whats past is prologue: the pages turn.


  


  A Note on the Texts


  The fiction pieces assembled in Revelations have all been titled for ease of revisiting, a fingerpost set upon darkling plains. The titles are drawn from the
  selections themselves, save for Possessed of a Past, a phrase from Kepler, but one felicitous to the trilogy of texts it now precedes. (It is also this
  Readers watermark.) Life and Art, a drab and lacklustre nameplate affixed by a hand not Banvilles when this tableau first appeared in 1992, has been freshly
  gilded by its author to The Golden World, a realm that glimmeringly foreshadows that of Ghosts. The passages are arranged in order of first publication, except where it made
  for contiguous sense to disjoint the chronology and integrate pieces where best appropriate, as in the case of The Golden World and the extracts which comprise The Lost
  Ones. Regarding the latter and its fugal second section (So this, she saw, was where it would end), Cass Cleaves final moments have been italicised to set them
  apart from her fathers unassuageable sorrowings. Ellipses, those of the plumper variety ( • • • ), are used to denote section breaks and, where square-bracketed ( [ •
  • • ] ), to stoutly signal an abridgement. Other minor excisions and emendations have been made, but these have been mere chippings, too negligible to warrant a scree of footnotes.


  In Playing Parts, I welcome the opportunity to play my own part, and correct some regrettable errors which appeared in the original, limited edition of the radio play,
  Conversation in the Mountains. Not only were the Celan translations misattributed to the late Michael Hamburgerthe excerpts were entirely from John Felstiners superbly
  nuanced Selected Poems and Prose of Paul Celanbut the Deathfugue which opens Scene I of the play was itself an unfortunate hybrid of renderings.


  The essays, lectures and reviews that form A Blest Worldless a world here than an archipelago: Banvilles reviewery is vasthave been selected for the light they
  shed on work that appears elsewhere in the Reader. I should point out that several revolvers which smouldered notionally in some of these essaystriggered, as they were, by the word
  psychology: when I hear the word psychology applied in the area of fiction I tend to reach instinctively for my revolver (Fiction and the
  Dream)have been mostly surrendered at Banvilles behest. The American spellings that naturally quickened Living Ghosts when it appeared in The New York
  Review of Books have been standardised, and admit now of their own Hiberno-hauntings.


  In Fidgets of Remembrance (Wallace Stevens memorable formulation may be found in his Credences of Summer, verses of which are excerpted by Banville in
  The Personae of Summer), the authors reminiscences of Prague have been heavily abridged, the ellipses grown even plumper than the pale, tumorous and hot
  knedlíky (Czech dumplings) he advises we skip smartly over.


  And skip smartly we do . . .


  In The Party, the first of Banvilles Firstlingsthe authors own term for those juvenilian first forays in fictiononly obvious typographical
  errors have been corrected.


  As to the facsimile pages that constitute Begettings, Banvilles holograph workings are perfectly decipherable and I see no need to enumerate what are self-evident
  transcription conventions.


  The Chronology, although comprehensive, is not complete; it has its lapses like in any lived life. No mention is made of Banvilles dark and twin brother, the
  scarcely selfsame semblable, Benjamin Black.


  


  Chronology


  
    
      	
        1945

      

      	
        Born in Wexford, Ireland.

      
    


    
      	
        1962

      

      	
        First story, The Party, written.

      
    


    
      	
        1966

      

      	
        The Party published in The Kilkenny Magazine.

      
    


    
      	
        1970

      

      	
        First book, Long Lankin (a collection of short stories and a novella), published. Reissued in revised form in 1984.

      
    


    
      	
        1971

      

      	
        First novel, Nightspawn, published. Reissued in 1993.

      
    


    
      	
        1973

      

      	
        Birchwood published. Wins the Allied Irish Banks Prize and the Irish Arts Council Macaulay Fellowship.

      
    


    
      	
        1976

      

      	
        Doctor Copernicus published. Wins the Whitbread Prize, the James Tait Black Memorial Prize, and the American Ireland Fund Literary Award.

      
    


    
      	
        1981

      

      	
        Kepler published. Wins the Guardian Prize for Fiction.

      
    


    
      	
        1982

      

      	
        The Newton Letter published.

      
    


    
      	
        1984

      

      	
        A film version of The Newton Letter, entitled Reflections, broadcast by Channel 4 and RTÉ.

      
    


    
      	
        1986

      

      	
        Mefisto published.

      
    


    
      	
        1988

      

      	
        Appointed Literary Editor of The Irish Times.

      
    


    
      	
        1989

      

      	
        The Book of Evidence published. Shortlisted for the Booker Prize. Wins the Guinness Peat Aviation Book Award and the Marten Toonder Award.

      
    


    
      	
        1990

      

      	
        Begins a long-standing tenure as reviewer-essayist with The New York Review of Books.

      
    


    
      	
        1991

      

      	
        La Spiegazione dei Fatti (the Italian translation of The Book of Evidence) awarded the Premio Ennio Flaiano.

      
    


    
      	
        1993

      

      	
        Ghosts published. Shortlisted for the Whitbread Fiction Prize.

      
    


    
      	
        1994

      

      	
        The Broken Jug, an adaptation of Kleists Der zerbrochne Krug, premiered at the Peacock Theatre, Dublin, on 1 June. Seachange, a film
        adaptation of the authors uncollected story Rondo, broadcast by RTÉ.

      
    


    
      	
        1995

      

      	
        Athena published.

      
    


    
      	
        1996

      

      	
        The Ark, a story for children, published.

      
    


    
      	
        1997

      

      	
        The Untouchable published. Wins the Lannan Literary Award. Shortlisted for the Whitbread Fiction Prize.

      
    


    
      	
        1999

      

      	
        Adapts Elizabeth Bowens The Last September for the screen.

      
    


    
      	
        2000

      

      	
        Eclipse published. Gods Gift, an adaptation of Kleists Amphitryon, premiered at the OReilly Theatre, Dublin, on 12 October.
        Doctor Copernicus, Kepler and The Newton Letter published together in a single volume under the title The Revolutions Trilogy.

      
    


    
      	
        2001

      

      	
        The Book of Evidence, Ghosts and Athena published together in a single volume under the title Frames.

      
    


    
      	
        2002

      

      	
        Shroud published. Longlisted for the Man Booker Prize. Stardust: Three Monologues of the Dead broadcast by BBC Radio 3s The Verb.
        Dublin 1742, a play for children, performed at The Ark in Dublin on 5 June. The stage production of The Book of Evidence premiered at the Watergate Theatre, Kilkenny, on 10
        August.

      
    


    
      	
        2003

      

      	
        Awarded the Premio Nonino. Prague Pictures: Portraits of a City published as part of Bloomsburys The Writer and the City series.

      
    


    
      	
        2004

      

      	
        Kepler, a radio play, broadcast by BBC Radio 4 on 11 August.

      
    


    
      	
        2005

      

      	
        The Sea published. Wins the Man Booker Prize. Love in the Wars, an adaptation of Kleists Penthesilia, published. A World Too
        Wide, a radio play about Shakespeares sixth age of man, broadcast by RTÉ.

      
    


    
      	
        2006

      

      	
        Awarded the Premio Grinzane-Francesco Biamonti Prize. The Sea shortlisted for British Book Awards Author of the Year. Todtnauberg, a radio play about the
        1967 meeting between Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger, broadcast by BBC Radio 4 on 20 January.

      
    


    
      	
        2007

      

      	
        The Sea nominated for the Man Booker International Prize. Awarded the Madeleine Zepter Prix Littéraire Européen. Made a fellow of the Royal Society of
        Literature.

      
    


    
      	
        2008

      

      	
        Conversation in the Mountains, the script of Todtnauberg, published.

      
    


    
      	
        2009

      

      	
        The Infinities published.

      
    


    
      	
        2010

      

      	
        The Infinities wins the Kerry Group Irish Fiction Award. The Sea shortlisted for the Irish Book of the Decade (Bord Gáis Energy Irish Book
        Awards).

      
    


    
      	
        2011

      

      	
        Awarded the Franz Kafka Prize. Co-scripts with Glenn Close and Gabriela Prekop, the film Albert Nobbs.

      
    


    
      	
        2012

      

      	
        Ancient Light published. Shortlisted for the Prince of Asturias Award for Literature.

      
    

  


  


  Revelations


  FICTION


  19732012


  


  Summer at Birchwood


  The butterflies came in swarms in early summer, small blues, delicate creatures. There must have been something in the wood that attracted them, or in the garden, some rare
  wild plant perhaps. We got used to them, and when they found their way even into the house, and fluttered awkwardly, like clockwork flowers, around our heads at the breakfast table, it was with the
  tiniest frown of irritation that Mama rose to open the window, murmuring shoo, shoo. They were easily killed, I mean it would have been easy to kill them, while they went about
  their business on the lupins and the roses, but I never knowingly destroyed one of them, I dont know why. Indeed, in time I became their protector, their patron and friend, and I would carry
  them, throbbing in my cupped hands, out of the hall before Josie arrived with her mop to kill them. When I released them from the steps their incredulous drunken leap from my palm made the summer
  airs over the garden seem suddenly lighter, gayer, and as delicately tinted as the skyblue silken dust they left smeared on my fingers. Not that I had any love for them, or even liking. I wanted to
  kill them, but I did not. Some days my teeth ached with the desire for wanton slaughter, but I would not allow myself the pleasure, treasuring my beneficence, and knowing anyway that if the
  situation became desperate there was nothing to stop me taking a rolled-up newspaper into the wood one afternoon and bludgeoning to extinction a whole species of lepidoptera, small blues, while
  they frittered away the first glorious days of summer.


  It was in summer too that I came into my kingdom. The calendar date is lost, but the occasion is still invested in my mind with the sonorous harmony of a more complex, less tangible combination
  of pure numbers. There was a clearing in the wood, not a clearing, but an open place under the sadly drooping, slender boughs of a big tree. Mama sat at the edge of a white cloth spread on the
  grass, reading a book and brushing imaginary flies away from her cheek. At her tiny feet my father lay on his back with his hands behind his head, quite still, and yet managing to give the
  impression of bouncing restlessly, tensely, on the springy turf. I watched, fascinated, this curious phenomenon, but soon the shifting patterns of light and leaf on the cloth distracted me, and
  there was another distraction, which it took me a while to identify, and it was this, that Mama had not once in ten minutes turned a page of her book. That was very strange. At last Papa stood up,
  stretched himself ostentatiously, and yawned. Mamas lack of interest in her book grew more intense, if that is possible, and I caught her glancing sideways at him with that furtive,
  mournful, altogether lovesick look which already I had come to know so well. Patting the last of his yawn with three fingertips, he considered the top of her head, the inclined pale plane of her
  jaw, and then turned and sauntered off into the trees, whistling through his teeth, his hands in his pockets. Soon she put her book away and followed him, as I knew she would. I was forgotten.


  Our wood was one of natures cripples. It covered, I suppose, three or four acres of the worst land on the farm, a hillside sloping down crookedly to the untended nether edge of the
  stagnant pond we called a lake. Under a couple of feet of soil there was a bed of solid rock, that intractable granite for which the area is notorious. On this unfriendly host the trees grew wicked
  and deformed, some of them so terribly twisted that they crawled horizontally across the hill, their warped branches warring with the undergrowth, while behind them, at some distance, the roots
  they had struggled to put down were thrust up again by the rock, queer maimed things. Here too, on the swollen trunks, were lymphatic mushrooms flourishing in sodden moss, and other things, reddish
  glandular blobs which I called dwarfs ears. It was a hideous, secretive and exciting place, I liked it there, and when, surfeited on the fetid air of the lower wood, I sought the sunlight
  above the hill, there on a high ridge, to lift my spirit, was the eponymous patch of birches, restless gay little trees which sang in summer, and in winter winds rattled together their bare
  branches as delicate as lace.


  Left alone, I pulled pale stalks of grass from their sockets and crushed the soft flesh in my mouth. Timidly, almost unnoticed, there came a breaking in upon me that music, palpable and tender,
  which a wood in summer makes, whose melody is always just beyond hearing, always enticing. Dreamily I wandered down through the trees, into the bluegreen gloom. Down there were flies, not the
  intricate translucent things which browsed among the birches, but vivid nightblue brutes with brittle bodies, swarming over the rot, and there were black birds too, under the bushes screaming.
  Somewhere afar a dog barked listlessly between precise pauses, and I heard the sound of an axe, and other sounds too numerous to name. I came to Cotters place. This was a little house, in
  ruins, with everything gone under lyme grass and thorns but for one end wall with a fireplace halfway up it, and a shattered chimney with the black flue exposed, and over the fireplace a cracked
  mirror, a miracle of light, staring impassively over the tops of the trees. I never knew who Cotter was, but the name suggested . . . never mind. He was long gone now, and in what had been his
  kitchen, among the ferns that flourished there, a womans pale hands clutched and loosed in languorous spasms a pale white arse bare below a hiked-up shirttail. She cried out softly under his
  thrusts, and, as I watched, a delicate arc of briar beside them, caught by a stray breeze, sprang up suddenly into the air, where two butterflies were gravely dancing. Lift your head! Look! The
  mirrors pale, unwavering, utterly silent gaze sent something like a deep black note booming through the woods limpid song, and I felt, what shall I say, that I had discovered
  something awful and exquisite, of immense, unshakeable calm.


  I wandered farther then, by unknown ways, and soon I heard Mamas voice hallooing here and there, each cry a little closer. I waited, and it was not long until she came hurrying down the
  hill, hands fluttering and her hair streaming behind her. She leaned over me, enfolding me in a tender weight of love and concern, murmuring incoherently into my ear, warm round words, swollen like
  kisses. Her cheeks burned. We found Papa pacing impatiently under the tree, kicking leaves and smoking a cigar. The picnic things were packed and stacked beside him. As we approached he bent to
  pick them up, and bending gave me that crooked sidelong sort of grin which is about the most I ever had from him by way of affection, which I always tried to avoid, and never could, it was so
  knowing, so penetrating and so cold. Mama was very busy, tying up her hair, taking things out of the basket only to put them back again, foothering around, as Granny Godkin would have said. The
  folded cloth slipped from under her arm and opened like an ungainly flower, and from out of its centre staggered a bruised blue butterfly. She paused, stood motionless for a moment, and then very
  slowly put her hands over her face and began to cry. Jesus, said Papa, without any particular emotion, and walked away from us. For my part I was quite calm.


  We straggled homeward. My fathers long stride carried him far ahead of us, and he had to stop often and urge us on with weary silent stares. Mama laughed and chattered and exclaimed over
  the flowers in the hedge, trying by her gaiety to make the three of us doubt that outburst of tears. Her prattling irritated me. Full of the secret glimpsed under Cotters wall, I carried
  myself carefully, like a patient floating blissfully on a drug, forgetful of the pain biding its time outside the vacuum. O I am not saying that I had discovered love, or what they call the facts
  of life, for I no more understood what I had seen than I understood Mamas tears, no, all I had found was the notion ofI shall call it harmony. How would I explain, I do not understand
  it, but it was as if in the deep woods gloom I had recognised, in me all along, waiting, an empty place where I could put the most disparate things and they would hang together, not very
  elegantly, perhaps, or comfortably, but yet together, singing like seraphs.


  So it was, as I walked up the drive, I perceived in my once familiar kingdom the subtle strains of this new music. The sun shone calmly on the garden, except in the corner by the swing where
  daffodils blazed like trumpetblasts. Josie was polishing an upstairs window, and the glass, awash with sky, shivered and billowed under the sweep of her cloth. We climbed the steps, into the hall,
  and Mama, pressing a hand to her forehead, dropped a bunch of primroses on a chair and swept away to her room. The cluster of bruised flowers came slowly asunder, one fell, another, and then half
  of them tumbled in a flurry to the carpet, and behind me the tall clock creaked and clicked, and struck a sonorous bronze chord. Listen, listen, if I know my world, which is doubtful, but if I do,
  I know it is chaotic, mean and vicious, with laws cast in the wrong moulds, a fair conception gone awry, in short an awful place, and yet, and yet a place capable of glory in those rare moments
  when a little light breaks forth, and something is not explained, not forgiven, but merely illuminated.


  [ • • • ]


  Papa was right, the blackcurrant crop was the heaviest in years that year. Just as well, since the fruit was by now one of the last remaining sources of income at Birchwood. The
  land on which it flourished had been already sold, and this was the final harvest we would take. Michael and I were put in charge of the pickers, a ragged army of tenant children and their
  grandmothers, and a few decrepit old men no longer capable of heavier toil. They were a wild primitive bunch, the old people half crazed by the weight of their years, the children as cheerfully
  vicious as young animals. Their conversation dwelt almost to the exclusion of all else on sex and death, and the children managed a neat conjunction of the two by carrying on their lovelife after
  dark in the local graveyard. They shied away instinctively from me, found me cold, I suppose, or saw my father in me, but Michael they immediately accepted. That surprised me. They listened to his
  orders and, more startling still, did as he told them. They even offered to arrange a girlfriend for him. That offer he declined, for he had little interest in the sexual duet, being a confirmed
  soloist, and it was I who made a conquest, when I met Rosie.


  In the morning I rose early and waded down through pools of sleep on the stairs to the garden, where Michael waited for me in the cart with Nockter. The lawn was drenched with light, the trees
  in the wood were still. A bright butterfly darned the air above the horses head. We rattled along violet-shadowed lanes quick with blackbirds, by the edges of the meadows where the corn was
  bursting. Birdsong shook the wood like gushes of wind. All was still but for the small clouds sailing their courses, and it was pleasant to be abroad in that new morning, with the smell of the
  furze, and the grass sparkling, that hawk, all these things.


  We reached the plantation. Nockter set up the huge brass scales, and Michael unharnessed the horse, whispering in its ear. I heard beyond the clatter of metal and leather the distant ring of
  voices, and turned and saw, down the long meadow, a concourse approaching, trembling on the mist, their cries softly falling through the air, mysterious and gay. If only, when they were beside me,
  when I was among them, they had retained even a fragment of the beauty of that first vision, I might have loved them. It is ever thus.


  The fruit we hardly picked, but rather saved. From under their canopies of leaf the heavy purple clusters tumbled with a kind of abandon into our hands. Down in the green gloom under the bushes,
  where spiders swarmed, the berries were gorgeous, achingly vivid against the dusty leaves, but once plucked, and in the baskets, their burnished lustre faded and a moist whitish film settled on the
  skin. If they were to be eaten, and we ate them by the handful at the start, it was only in that shocked moment of separation from the stems that they held their true, their unearthly flavour. Then
  the fat beads burst on our tongues with a chill bitterness which left our eyelids damp and our mouths flooded, a bitterness which can still pierce my heart, for it is the very taste of time.


  Rosie was there with her granny, an obese old woman whose coarse tongue and raucous cackle froze the child into a trance of embarrassment. I noticed her first when we paused at noon to eat our
  sandwiches. Michael and I lay in the long grass of a ditch, belching and sighing, contemplating our outstretched bare legs and grimy toes. Rosie sat a little way from us, daintily fighting three
  persistent flies for possession of a cream bun. She had short dark hair rolled into hideous sausage curls. A saddle of freckles sat on her nose. She wore sandals and a dress with daisies on it. She
  was pretty, a sturdy sunburnt creature. Having won her bun, she wiped the corners of her mouth with her fingertips and began to eat blackcurrants from the basket beside her, slowly, one by one,
  drawing back her lips and bursting each berry between her tiny white teeth. A trickle of crimson juice ran down her chin and dropped, plop, into her lap, staining a yellow daisy pink.


  We went back to work then. I heard her grannys laughter rising over the meadow, and by some mysterious process that awful noise was transmuted into an audible expression of the excitement
  which was making my hands tremble and my heart race.


  So at every noon we drew a little nearer to each other, treading our way like swimmers toward that bright island which we did not reach until the last day of the harvest, when the weights were
  totted and the wages paid, and under cover of the general gaiety she sidled up to me, stood for a long time in a tense silence, and then abruptly said,


  I made sevenanatanner.


  She opened her fist and showed me the moist coins lying on her palm. I pursed my lips and gravely nodded, and gazed away across the fields, trying to look as though I were struggling with some
  great and terrible thought. At our feet Michael sat with his back against the wheel of the cart, slowly munching an enormous sandwich. He glanced up at us briefly, with a faint trace of mockery.
  Rosie stirred and sighed, trapped her hands behind her back, and began to grind the toe of her sandal into the grass. Her knees were stippled with rich red scratches, crescents of blood-beads.


  Thats fourteen stone, she said, and added faintly, and two pound.


  That was more than I had picked, and I was about to admit as much when abruptly Michael bounced up between us, coughed, hitched up his trousers, and grinned at the horse. The shock of this
  apparition made our eyes snap back into focus, and the others around us materialised again, and the wave of jabbering voices and the jingle of money swelled in our ears. Rosie blushed and sadly,
  slowly, paced stiff-legged away.


  I helped Nockter to dismantle the scales, and we loaded the pieces on the cart while Michael harnessed the horse. The pickers drifted off into the lowering sun. We followed them across the
  meadow and then turned away toward home. Nockter clicked his tongue at the horse and rattled the reins along its back. Michael and I walked in silence beside the rolling cart. He was wearing
  Nockters hat pushed down on the back of his head. We reached the lane. I was thinking that if Michael had not popped up between us like that, the clown, I might have, I could have, why, I
  would haveRosie stepped out of a bush at the side of the lane ahead of us, tugging at her dress. My heart! She gaped at us, greatly flustered, started off in one direction, turned,
  tried the other, stopped. The cart rumbled on. Nockter grinned. Michael began to whistle. I hesitated, doing a kind of agonised dance in my embarrassment, and finally stood still. She smiled
  timidly. A massed choir of not altogether sober cherubim burst into song. I felt ridiculous.


  Youre gas, said Rosie.


  She came to me at Cotters place that evening with a shower of rain behind her. The drops fell like fire through the dying copper light of day. All the wood was aflame. She had wanted me
  to meet her in the graveyard, like any normal swain. I drew the line there.


  [ • • • ]


  Summer ended officially with the lighting of a fire in the drawing room. Rain fell all day, big sad drops drumming on the dead leaves, and smoke billowed back down the chimneys,
  where rooks had nested. The house seemed huge, hollow, all emptiness and echo. In the morning Granny Godkin was discovered in the hall struggling with an umbrella which would not open. She was
  going down to the summerhouse, rain or no rain, and when they tried to restrain her she shook her head and muttered, and rattled the umbrella furiously. In the last weeks, after her brief vibrant
  interval of fanged gaiety when the prospect appeared of a peasant revolt, she had become strangely withdrawn and vague, wandering distractedly about the house, sighing and sometimes even quietly
  weeping. She said there was no welcome for her now at Birchwood, and spent more and more time down at the lake despite the autumnal damp. Often Michael and I would see her sitting motionless by the
  table in the summerhouse, her head inclined and her eyes intently narrowed, listening to the subtle shifts and subsidences within her, the mechanism of her body winding down.


  But youll catch your death, Mama cried. Its teeming.


  What? the old woman snapped. What? Leave me alone.


  But


  Let me be, will you.


  Mama turned to my father. Joe, can you not . . . ? Shell get her death . . . As always when she spoke to him now her voice dwindled hopelessly, sadly, and in silence her
  eyes, moist with tenderness and despair, followed him as he shrugged indifferently and turned away wearily to shut himself into the drawing room.


  Curse you, will you open, Granny Godkin snarled, and thwacked the brolly like a whip. Mama, with her pathetic faith in reason, opened wide the front door to show
  the old woman the wickedness of the weather. Look, look how bad it is. Youll be drenched.


  Granny Godkin paused, and grinned slyly, wickedly, and glanced up sideways at Mama.


  You worry? she whispered. Heh!


  The grin became a skeletal sneer, and she glared about her at the hall, and suddenly the umbrella flew open, a strange glossy black blossom humming on its struts, and when I think of that day it
  is that black flower dipping and bobbing in the gloomy hall which recalls the horror best. The old woman thrust it before her out the door, where a sudden gust of wind snatched it up and she was
  swept down the steps, across the lawn, and I ducked into the library to avoid Mamas inevitable, woebegone embrace.


  Aunt Martha waited for me, huddled in an armchair by the empty fireplace with a shawl around her shoulders, gazing blankly at a book open in her lap and gnawing a raw carrot. She hardly looked
  at me, but flung the carrot into the grate and began to whine at once.


  Where have you been? Im waiting this hour. Do you think Ive nothing better to do? Your father says youre to learn Latin, I dont know why, god only knows, but
  there you are. Look at this book. Amo amas amat, love. Say it, amo, come on. Amo, I love.


  I sat and looked at her with that serene silent stare which never failed to drive her into a frenzy. She slapped the primer shut and bared her teeth, an unpleasant habit she had when angry, just
  like Papa.


  You know you really are a horrible little boy, do you know that, do you? Why do you hate me? I spend half my life in this house trying to give you some kind of an education, and all you
  do is gawp and grinO yes, Ive seen you grinning, you you you . . . She clapped a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. O, I, I must . . . Look, come, try to learn
  something, look at this lovely language, these words, Gabriel, please, for me, for your Mama, youre a dear child. Now, amo, I love . . .


  But she shut the book again, and with a low moan looked fretfully around the room, searching for something to which she might anchor her fractured attention. It occurred to me that my presence
  made hardly any difference to her, I mean she would have carried on like this whether I was there or not, might even have talked all that nonsense to the empty air. They were all fleeing into
  themselves, as fast as they could flee, all my loved ones. At the dinner table now I could gaze at any or all of them without ever receiving in return an inquiring glance, or an order to eat up and
  stop staring, or even a sad smile from Mama. Even Michael had since that day at the summerhouse become silent and preoccupied, had begun to avoid me, and I felt sure that he knew some secret which
  involved me and which I was not to know. I was like a lone survivor wandering among the wreckage, like Tiresias in the city of plague.


  Papa insinuated himself into the room, slipped in at the door and tiptoed to the window without looking at us, and there stood gazing out at the dripping trees, rocking slowly on his heels, a
  gloomy ghost. Aunt Martha appeared not to have noticed him. She tapped my knee peremptorily with her fist.


  You must learn, Gabriel, its no good to


  The room shook. There was no sound, but instead a sensation of some huge thing crumpling, like a gargantuan heart attack, that part of an explosion that races out in a wave ahead of the blast
  and buckles the silence. But the blast did not arrive, and Aunt Martha looked at the ceiling, and Papa glanced at us querulously over his shoulder, and we said nothing. Perhaps we had imagined it,
  like those peals of thunder that wrench us out of sleep on calm summer nights. The world is full of inexplicable noises, yelps and howls, the echoes of untold disasters.


  Its no good to just sit and say nothing, Gabriel, said Aunt Martha. You must learn things, we all had to learn, and its not so difficult. Mensa is a table,
  see? Mensa . . .


  While she talked, Papa made his way across the room by slow degrees, casually, his lips pursed, until he stood behind her chair looking down over her shoulder at the book and jingling coins in
  his pocket. She fell silent, and sat very still with her head bent over the page, and Papa hummed a tune and walked out of the room, and she put down the primer and followed him, and I was left
  alone, wondering where and when all this had happened before.


  I picked up the book she had dropped and thumbed glumly through it. The words lay dead in ranks, file beside file of slaughtered music. I rescued one, that verb to love, and, singing its parts
  in a whisper, I lifted my eyes to the window. Nockter, his elbows sawing, knees pumping, came running across the lawn. It was so perfect a picture of bad news arriving, this little figure behind
  the rainstippled glass looming out of wind and violence, that at first I took it to be no more than a stray fancy born of boredom. I looked again. He slipped on the grass, frantically backpedalling
  an imaginary bicycle, and plunged abruptly arse over tip out of my view amid a sense of general hilarity. I waited, and sure enough a few moments later the house quivered with the first groundswell
  of catastrophe. Nockter appeared in my window again, limping back the way he had come, with my father now by his side, his coattails flying. Next came poor Mama, struggling against the wind and,
  last of all, in a pink dressing gown, Aunt Martha. They dived into the wood, one after another, but when they were gone the shaking and shuddering of the stormtossed garden seemed an echo of their
  tempestuous panic. Michael entered quietly behind me.


  Whats up? he asked.


  I did not know, and hardly cared. It was not for me to question this splendid spectacle of consternation in the adult camp. I was not a cruel child, only a cold one, and I feared boredom above
  all else. So we clasped our hands behind our backs and gazed out into the rain, awaiting the next act. Soon they came back, straggling despondently in reverse order, Aunt Martha, Mama, and then
  Nockter and my father. They passed by the window with downcast eyes.


  We should . . . Michael began. He eyed me speculatively, biting bits off a thumbnail. Do you think shes . . . ?


  The hall. I remember it so well, that scene, so vividly. My father was stooped over the phone, rattling the cradle with a frenzied forefinger and furiously shaking the earpiece, but the thing
  would not speak to him. His hair was in his eyes, his knees trembled. Mama, with one hand on her forehead and the other stretched out to the table behind her for support, leaned backwards in a half
  swoon, her lips parted and eyelids drooping, her drenched hair hanging down her back. Nockter sat, caked with mud from his fall, on the edge of a little chair, looking absurdly stolid and calm,
  almost detached. The front door stood open. Three dead leaves were busy chasing each other round and round on the carpet. I saw all this in a flash, and no doubt that precise situation took no more
  than an instant to swell and flow into another, but for me it is petrified forever, the tapping finger, Mamas dripping hair, those leaves. Aunt Martha, in her ruined pink frilly, was slowly
  ascending the stairs backwards. The fall of her foot on each new step shook her entire frame as the tendons tugged on a web of connections, and her jaws slackened, her chest heaved, while out of
  her mouth there fell curious little high-pitched grunts, which were so abrupt, so understated, that I imagined them as soft furry balls of sound falling to the carpet and lodging in the nap. Up she
  went, and up, until there were no more steps, and she sat down on the highest one with a bump and buried her face in her hands, and at last an ethereal voice in the phone answered Papas
  pleas with a shrill hoot.


  My memory is curious, a magpie with perverse eyes, it fascinates me. Jewels I remember only as glitter, and the feel of glass in my beak. I have filled my nest with dross. What does it mean?
  That is the question I am forever asking, what can it mean? There is never a precise answer, but instead, in the sky, as it were, a kind of Jovian nod, a celestial tipping of the wink,
  thats all right, it means what it means. Yes, but is that enough? Am I satisfied? I wonder. That day I remember Nockter falling, Mama running across the garden in the rain,
  that scene in the hall, all those things, whereas, listen, what I should recall to the exclusion of all else is the scene in the summerhouse that met Michael and me when we sneaked down there, the
  ashes on the wall, that rendered purplish mass in the chair, Granny Godkins two feet, all that was left of her, in their scorched button boots, and I do remember it, in a sense, as words, as
  facts, but I cannot see it, and there is the trouble. Well, perhaps it is better thus. I have no wish to make unseemly disclosures about myself, and I can never think of that ghastly day without
  suspecting that somewhere inside me some cruel little brute, a manikin in my mirror, is bent double with laughter. Granny! Forgive me.


  


  (Birchwood, 1973)


  


  Rheticus


  I can see it now, of course, how cunning they were, the two of them, Giese and the Canon, cunning old conspirators; but I could not see it then. I woke late in the morning to
  find Raphaël beside me, with honey and hot bread and a jug of spiced wine. The food was welcome, but the mere presence of the lithesome lad would have been sufficient, for it broke a fast far
  crueller than belly-hungerI mean the fasting from the company of youth and rosy cheeks and laughing eyes, which I had been forced to observe since leaving Wittenberg and coming among these
  grey-beards. We spent a pleasant while together, and he, the shy one, twisted his fingers and shifted from foot to foot, chattering on in a vain effort to stem his blushes. At length I gave him a
  coin and sent him skipping on his way, and although the old gloom returned once he was gone, it was not half so leaden as before. Too late I remembered that sober talk I had determined to have with
  him; the matter would have to be dealt with. An establishment of clerics, all menand Catholics at that!was a perilous place for a boy of his . . . his youth and beauty. (I was about
  to say innocence, but in honesty I must not, even though I know that thereby I banish the word from the language, for if it is denied to him then it has no meaning anymore. I speak in riddles. They
  shall be solved. My poor Raphaël! they destroyed us both.)


  • • •


  I rose and went in search of the Canon, and was directed to the arboretum, a name which conjured up a pleasant image of fruit trees in flower, dappled green shade, and
  little leafy paths where astronomers might stroll, discussing the universe. What I found was a crooked field fastened to a hill behind the castle, with a few stunted bushes and a cabbage
  patchand, need I say, no sign of the Canon. As I stamped away, sick of being sent on false chases, a figure rose up among the cabbages and hailed me. Today Bishop Giese was rigged out again
  in his peasant costume. The sight of those breeches and that jerkin irritated me greatly. Do these damn Catholics, I wondered, never do else but dress up and pose? His hands were crusted with clay,
  and when he drew near I caught a strong whiff of horse manure. He was in a hearty mood. I suppose it went with the outfit. He said:


  Grüss Gott, Herr von Lauchen! The Doctor informs me that you are ill. Not gravely so, I trust? Our Prussian climate is uncongenial, although here, on Castle Hill, we are
  spared the debilitating vapours of the plainwhich are yet not so bad as those that rise from the Frisches Haff at Frauenburg, eh, meinherr? Ho ho. Let me look at you, my son. Well,
  the nature of your ailment is plain: Saturn, malign star . . . And he proceeded to parrot verbatim the Canons little sermon in praise of the Graces. I listened in silence, with a
  curled lip. I was at once amused and appalled: amused that this clown should steal the masters words and pretend they were his own, appalled at the notion, which suddenly struck me, that the
  Canon may not after all have been mocking me, but may have been actually serious about that fool Ficinos cabalistic nonsense! O, I know well the baleful influence which Saturn wields over my
  life; I know that the Graces are good; but I also know that a hectacre of crocuses would not have eased my heartsickness one whit. Crocuses! However, as I was to discover, the Canon
  neither believed nor disbelieved Ficinos theories, no more than he believed nor disbelieved the contents of any of the score or so set speeches with which he had long ago armed himself, and
  from which he could choose a ready response to any situation. All that mattered to him was the saying, not what was said; words were the empty rituals with which he held the world at bay.
  Copernicus did not believe in truth. I think I have said that before.


  Giese put his soiled hand on my arm and led me along a path below the castle wall. When he had finished his dissertation on the state of my health, he paused and glanced at me with a peculiar,
  thoughtful look, like that of an undertaker speculatively eyeing a sick man. The last remaining patches of the mornings mist clung about us like old rags, and the slowly ascending sun shed a
  damp weak light upon the battlements above. The world seemed old and tired. I wanted to find the Canon, to wrest from him his secrets, to thrust fame upon his unwilling head. I wanted
  action. I was young. The Bishop said:


  You come, I believe, from Wittenberg?


  Yes. I am a Lutheran.


  My directness startled him. He smiled wanly, and nodded his large head up and down very rapidly, as though to shake off that dreaded word I had uttered; he withdrew his hand carefully from my
  arm.


  Quite so, my dear sir, quite so, he said, you are a Lutheran, as you admi as you say. Now, I have no desire to dispute with you the issues of this tragic schism which
  has rent our Church, believe me. I might remind you that Father Luther was not the first to recognise the necessity for reformbut, be that as it may, we shall not argue. A man must live with
  his own conscience, in that much at least I would agree with you. So. You are a Lutheran. You admit it. There it rests. However, I cannot pretend that your presence in Prussia is not an
  embarrassment. It is not to me, you understand; the world pays scant heed to events here in humble Löbau. No, Herr von Lauchen, I refer to one who is dear to us both: I mean of course our
  domine praeceptor, Doctor Nicolaus. It is to him that your presence is an embarrassment, and, perhaps, a danger even. But now I see I have offended you. Let me explain. You have not been
  long in Prussia, therefore you cannot be expected to appreciate the situation prevailing here. Tell me, are you not puzzled by the Doctors unwillingness to give his knowledge to the world,
  to publish his masterpiece? It would surprise you, would it not, if I were to tell you that it is not doubt as to the validity of his conclusions that makes him hesitate, nothing like that,
  nobut fear. So it is, Herr von Lauchen: fear.


  He paused again, again we paced the path in silence. I have called Giese a fool, but that was only a term of abuse: he was no fool. We left the castle walls behind, and descended a little way
  the wooded slope. The trees were tall. Three rabbits fled at our approach. I stumbled on a fallen bough. The pines were silvery, each single needle adorned with a delicate filigree of beaded mist.
  How strange, the clarity with which I remember that moment! Thus, even as the falcon plummets, the sparrow snatches a last look at her world. Bishop Giese, laying his talons on my arm again, began
  to chant, I think that is the word, in Latin:


  Painful is the task I must perform, and tell to onefrom Wittenberg!of the storm of envy which surrounds our learned friend. Meinherr, I pray you, to my tale attend
  with caution and forbearance, and dont feel that in these few bare facts you see revealed a plot hatched in the corridors of Rome. This evil is the doing of one alone: do you know the man
  Dantiscus, Ermlands Bishop (Johannes Flachsbinder his name, a Danzig sop)? Copernicus he hates, and from jealousy these many years he has right zealously persecuted him. Why so? you ask, but
  to answer you, that is a task, I fear, beyond me. Why ever do the worst detest the best, and mediocrities thirst to see great minds brought low? It is the world. Besides, this son of Zelos,
  dimwitted churl though he be, thinks Prussia has but room for one great mindthats his! The fellows moon mad, certes. Now, to achieve his aims, and ruin our
  magister, he defames his name, puts it about he shares his bed with his focaria, whom he has led into foul sin to satisfy his lust. My friend, you stare, as though you cannot
  trust your ears. This is but one of many lies this Danziger has told! And in the eyes of all the world the Doctors reputation is destroyed, and mocking condemnation, he believes, would greet
  his book. Some years ago, at Elbing, ignorant peasants jeered a waxwork figure of Copernicus that was displayed in a carnival farce. Thus Dantiscus wins, and our friend keeps silent, fearing to
  trust his brilliant theories to the leering mob. And so, meinherr, the work of twoscore years lies fallow and unseen. Therefore, I beg you, do not leave us yet. We must try to make him
  reconsiderbut hush! here is the Doctor now. Mind, do not say what secrets I have told you!Ah Nicolaus, good day.


  We had left the wood and entered the courtyard by a little low postern gate. Had Giese not pointed him out, I would not have noticed the Canon skulking under an archway, watching us intently
  with a peculiar fixed grin on his grey face. Out of new knowledge, I looked upon him in a new light. Yes, now I could see in him (so I thought!) a man enfettered, whose every action was constrained
  by the paramount need for secrecy and caution, and I felt on his behalf a burning sense of outrage. I would have flung myself to my knees before him, had there not been still vivid in my mind the
  memory of a previous genuflection. Instead, I contented myself with a terrible glare, that was meant to signify my willingness to take on an army of Dantiscuses at his command. (And yet, behind it
  all, I was confused, and even suspicious: what was it exactly that they required of me?) I had forgotten my declared intention of leaving that day; in fact, I had said it merely to elicit some
  genuine response from that night-capped oracle in my chamber, and certainly I had not imagined that this thoughtless threat would provoke the panic which apparently it had. I determined to proceed
  with carebut of course, like the young fool that I was, I had no sooner decided on caution than I abandoned it, and waded headlong into the mire. I said:


  Meister, we must return to Frauenburg at once! I intend to make a copy of your great work, and take it to a printer that I know at Nuremberg, who is discreet, and a specialist in
  such books. You must trust me, and delay no longer!


  In my excitement I expected some preposterously dramatic reaction from the Canon to this naked challenge to his secretiveness, but he merely shrugged and said:


  There is no need to go to Frauenburg; the book is here.


  I said:


  But but but but but! And Giese said:


  Why Nicolaus!


  And the Canon, glancing at us both with a mixture of contempt and distaste, answered:


  I assumed that Herr von Lauchen did not journey all the way from Wittenberg merely for amusement. You came here to learn of my theory of the revolutions of the spheres, did you not? Then
  so you shall. I have the manuscript with me. Come this way.


  We went all three into the castle, and the Canon straightway fetched the manuscript from his room. The events of the morning had moved so swiftly that my poor brain, already bemused by illness,
  could not cope with them, and I was in a state of shockyet not so shocked that I did not note how the old man vainly tried to appear unconcerned when he surrendered to me his lifes
  work, that I did not feel his trembling fingers clutch at the manuscript in a momentary spasm of misgiving as it passed between us. When the deed was done he stepped back a pace, and that awful
  uncontrollable grin took hold of his face again, and Bishop Giese, hovering near us, gave a kind of whistle of relief, and I, fearing that the Canon might change his mind and try to snatch the
  thing away from me, rose immediately and made off with it to the window.


  


  DE REVOLUTIONIBUS ORBIUM MUNDI


  for mathematicians only


  • • •


  How to express my emotions, the strange jumble of feelings kindled within me, as I gazed upon the living myth which I held in my hands, the key to the secrets of the universe?
  This book for years had filled my dreams and obsessed my waking hours so completely that now I could hardly comprehend the reality, and the words in the crabbed script seemed not to speak, but to
  sing rather, so that the rolling grandeur of the title boomed like a flourish of celestial trumpets, to the accompaniment of the wordly fiddling of the motto with its cautious admonition, and I
  smiled, foolishly, helplessly, at the inexplicable miracle of this music of Heaven and Earth. But then I turned the pages, and chanced upon the diagram of a universe in the centre of which stands
  Sol in the splendour of eternal immobility, and the music was swept away, and my besotted smile with it, and a new and wholly unexpected sensation took hold of me. It was sorrow! sorrow that old
  Earth should be thus deposed, and cast out into the darkness of the firmament, there to prance and spin at the behest of a tyrannical, mute god of fire. I grieved, friends, for our diminishment! O,
  it was not that I did not already know that Copernicuss theory postulated a heliocentric worldeveryone knew thatand anyway I had been permitted to read Melanchthons
  well-thumbed copy of the Commentariolus. Besides, as everyone also knows, Copernicus was not the first to set the Sun at the centre. Yes, I had for a long time known what this Prussian was
  about, but it was not until that morning at Löbau Castle that I at last realised, in a kind of fascinated horror, the full consequences of this work of cosmography. Beloved Earth! he banished
  you forever into darkness. And yet, what does it matter? The sky shall be forever blue, and the earth shall forever blossom in spring, and this planet shall forever be the centre of all we know. I
  believe it.


  • • •


  I read the entire manuscript there and then; that is not of course to say that I read every word: rather, I opened it up, as a surgeon opens a limb, and plunged the keen blade
  of my intellect into its vital centres, thus laying bare the quivering arteries leading to the heart. And there, in the knotted cords of that heart, I made a strange discovery . . . but more of
  that presently. When at last I lifted my eyes from those pages, I found myself alone. The light was fading in the windows. It was evening. The day had departed, with Giese and Copernicus,
  unnoticed. My brain ached, but I forced it to think, to seek out a small persistent something which had been lodging in my thoughts since morning, biding its time. It was the memory of how, when in
  the courtyard I challenged him to surrender the manuscript to me, Copernicus had for an instant, just for an instant only, cast off the timorous churchmans mask to reveal behind it an icy
  scorn, a cold, cruel arrogance. I did not know why I had remembered it, why it seemed so significant; I was not even sure that I had not imagined it; but it troubled me. What is it they want me
  to do? Go carefully, Rheticus, I told myself, hardly knowing what I meant . . .


  I found Copernicus and Giese in the great hall of the castle, seated in silence in tall carved chairs on either side of the enormous hearth, on which, despite the mildness of the evening,
  stacked logs were blazing fiercely. The windows, set high up in the walls, let in but little of the evenings radiance, and in the gloom the robes of the two still figures seemed to flow and
  merge into the elaborate flutings of the thrones on which they sat, so that to my bruised perception they appeared limbless, a pair of severed heads, ghastly in the fires crimson glow.
  Copernicus had put himself as close to the blaze as he could manage without risking combustion, but still he looked cold. As I entered the arc of flickering firelight, I found that he was watching
  me. I was weary, and incapable of subtlety, and once again I ignored my own injunction to go carefully. I held up the manuscript and said:


  I have read it, and find it is all I had expected it would be, more than I had hoped; will you allow me to take it to Nuremberg, to Petreius the printer?


  He did not answer immediately. The silence stretched out around us until it seemed to creak. At length he said:


  That is a question which we cannot discuss, yet.


  At that, as though he had been given a signal, the Bishop stirred himself and put an end to the discussion (discussion!). Had I eaten? Why then, I must! He would have Raphaël bring me
  supper in my room, for I should retire, it was late, I was ill and in need of rest. And, like a sleepy child, I allowed myself to be led away, too tired to protest, clutching the manuscript,
  babes favourite toy, to my breast. I looked back at Copernicus, and the severed head smiled and nodded, as if to say: sleep, little one, sleep now. My room looked somehow different, but I
  could not say in what way, until next morning when I noticed the desk, amply stocked with writing implements and paper, which they installed without my knowing. O the cunning!


  


  (Doctor Copernicus, 1976)


  


  The Harmony of the Spheres


  He was after the eternal laws that govern the harmony of the world. Through awful thickets, in darkest night, he stalked his fabulous prey. Only the stealthiest of hunters had
  been vouchsafed a shot at it, and he, grossly armed with the blunderbuss of his defective mathematics, what chance had he? crowded round by capering clowns hallooing and howling and banging their
  bells whose names were Paternity, and Responsibility, and Domestgoddamnedicity. Yet O, he had seen it once, briefly, that mythic bird, a speck, no more than a speck, soaring at an immense height.
  It was not to be forgotten, that glimpse.


  The 19th of July, 1595, at 27 minutes precisely past 11 in the morning: that was the moment. He was then, if his calculations were accurate, 23 years, 6 months, 3 weeks, 1 day, 20 hours and 57
  minutes, give or take a few tens of seconds, old.


  Afterwards he spent much time poring over these figures, searching out hidden significances. The set of date and time, added together, gave a product 1,652. Nothing there that he could see.
  Combining the integers of that total he got 14, which was twice 7, the mystical number. Or perhaps it was simply that 1652 was to be the year of his death. He would be eighty-one. (He laughed: with
  his health?) He turned to the second set, his age on that momentous July day. These figures were hardly more promising. Combined, not counting the year, they made a quantity whose only significance
  seemed to be that it was divisible by 5, leaving him the product 22, the age at which he had left Tübingen. Well, that was not much. But if he halved 22 and subtracted 5 (that 5 again!), he
  got 6, and it was at six that he had been taken by his mother to the top of Gallows Hill to view the comet of 1577. And 5, what did that busy 5 signify? Why, it was the number of the intervals
  between the planets, the number of notes in the arpeggio of the spheres, the five-tone scale of the worlds music! . . . if his calculations were accurate.


  He had been working for six months on what was to become the Mysterium cosmographicum, his first book. His circumstances were easier then. He was still unmarried, had not yet even heard
  Barbaras name, and was living at the Stiftsschule in a room that was cramped and cold, but his own. Astronomy at first had been a pastime merely, an extension of the mathematical games he
  had liked to play as a student at Tübingen. As time went on, and his hopes for his new life in Graz turned sour, this exalted playing more and more obsessed him. It was a thing apart, a realm
  of order to set against the ramshackle real world in which he was imprisoned. For Graz was a kind of prison. Here in this town, which they were pleased to call a city, the Styrian capital, ruled
  over by narrow-minded merchants and a papist prince, Johannes Keplers spirit was in chains, his talents manacled, his great speculative gift strapped upon the rack of
  schoolmasteringright! yes! laughing and snarling, mocking himselfendungeoned, by God! He was twenty-three.


  It was a pretty enough town. He was impressed when first he glimpsed it, the river, the spires, the castle-crowned hill, all blurred and bright under a shower of April rain. There seemed a
  largeness here, a generosity, which he fancied he could see even in the breadth and balance of the buildings, so different from the beetling architecture of his native Württemberg towns. The
  people too appeared different. They were promenaders much given to public discourse and dispute, and Johannes was reminded that he had come a long way from home, that he was almost in Italy. But it
  was all an illusion. Presently, when he had examined more closely the teeming streets, he realised that the filth and the stench, the cripples and beggars and berserks, were the same here as
  anywhere else. True, they were Protestant loonies, it was Protestant filth, and a Protestant heaven those spires sought, hence the wider air hereabout: but the Archduke was a rabid Catholic, and
  the place was crawling with Jesuits, and even then at the Stiftsschule there was talk of disestablishment and closure.


  He, who had been such a brilliant student, detested teaching. In his classes he experienced a weird frustration. The lessons he had to expound were always, always just somewhere off to the side
  of what really interested him, so that he was forever holding himself in check, as a boatman presses a skiff against the run of the river. The effort exhausted him, left him sweating and dazed.
  Frequently the rudder gave way, and he was swept off helplessly on the flood of his enthusiasm, while his poor dull students stood abandoned on the receding bank, waving weakly.


  The Stiftsschule was run in the manner of a military academy. Any master who did not beat blood out of his boys was considered lax. (Johannes did his best, but on the one occasion when he could
  not avoid administering a flogging his victim was a great grinning fellow almost as old as he, and a head taller.) The standard of learning was high, sustained by the committee of supervisors and
  its phalanx of inspectors. Johannes greatly feared the inspectors. They dropped in on classes unannounced, often in pairs, and listened in silence from the back, while his handful of pupils sat
  with arms folded, hugging themselves, and gazed at him, gleefully attentive, waiting for him to make a fool of himself. Mostly he obliged, twitching and stammering as he wrestled with the tangled
  threads of his discourse.


  You must try to be calm, Rector Papius told him. You tend to rush at things, I think, forgetting perhaps that your students do not have your quickness of mind. They cannot
  follow you, they become confused, and then they complain to me, or . . . he smiled . . . or their fathers do.


  I know, I know, Johannes said
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