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SYNOPSIS


In “The Alienist” by Machado de Assis, Dr. Simão Bacamarte opens an asylum to study madness in the city of Itaguaí. Determined to understand the human mind, he interns several citizens, generating controversy and revolt. The story satirizes science, society and the boundaries between sanity and madness, culminating in a surprising twist.


Palavras-chave

Madness, science, society.




Notice


This text is a work in the public domain and reflects the norms, values and perspectives of its time. Some readers may find parts of this content offensive or disturbing, given evolving social norms and our collective understanding of issues of equality, human rights and mutual respect. We ask readers to approach this material with an understanding of the historical era in which it was written, recognizing that it may contain language, ideas or descriptions that are incompatible with today's ethical and moral standards.


Foreign language names will be preserved in their original form, without translation.


 




CHAPTER I - HOW ITAGUAÍ WON A HOUSE OF ORATES


 


The chronicles of the town of Itaguaí say that in
ancient times a certain doctor lived there, Dr. Simão Bacamarte, son of the
nobility of the land and the greatest doctor in Brazil, Portugal, and Spain. He
had studied in Coimbra and Padua. At the age of 34, he returned to Brazil, and
the king couldn't get him to stay in Coimbra, running the university, or in
Lisbon, dealing with the monarchy's affairs.


"Science," he told His Majesty, "is my
only job; Itaguaí is my universe."


Having said that, he went to Itaguaí and gave himself
body and soul to the study of science, alternating cures with reading and
demonstrating theorems with poultices. At the age of forty, he married D.
Evarista da Costa e Mascarenhas, a twenty-five-year-old lady, the widow of a
judge from outside, and neither pretty nor nice. One of his uncles, a paca
hunter before the Eternal, and no less outspoken, marveled at such a choice and
told him so. Simão Bacamarte explained to him that Mrs. Evarista had first-rate
physiological and anatomical conditions; she digested easily, slept regularly,
had a good pulse and excellent eyesight; she was therefore fit to give him
robust, healthy, and intelligent children. If, in addition to these gifts - the
only ones worthy of a wise man's concern - Mrs. Evarista was poorly made up,
far from regretting it, he thanked God, because he was not in danger of
neglecting the interests of science in the exclusive, petty, and vulgar
contemplation of his consort.


Mrs. Evarista lied to Dr. Bacamarte's hopes; she
didn't give him robust or moldy children. The natural nature of science is
long-suffering; our doctor waited three years, then four, then five. At the end
of that time, he made a thorough study of the subject, re-read all the Arabic
and other writers he had brought to Itaguaí, sent consultations to Italian and
German universities, and ended up advising his wife on a special dietary
regime. The illustrious lady, nourished exclusively with the fine pork of Itaguaí,
did not heed her husband's admonitions; and to her resistance - explicable, but
unspeakable - we owe the total extinction of the Bacamartes dynasty.


But science has the ineffable gift of healing all
sorrows; our doctor immersed himself entirely in the study and practice of
medicine. It was then that one of its corners caught his attention in
particular - the psychic corner, the examination of brain pathology. There
wasn't a single authority in the colony, or even in the kingdom, on this
subject, which was barely explored or almost unexplored. Simão Bacamarte
understood that Lusitanian science, and particularly Brazilian science, could
cover itself with “unparalleled laurels” - an expression he used himself, but
in a burst of domestic intimacy; outwardly he was modest, as befits those in
the know.


"To the health of the soul," he shouted,
"and to the worthiest occupation of the doctor."


"The real doctor," added Crispim Soares, the
town's apothecary and one of his friends and diners.


The Itaguaí town council, among other sins of which it
is accused by chroniclers, had the sin of not paying attention to the insane.
So every raving lunatic was locked up in an alcove in his own house and not
cured, but neglected, until death came to cheat him of the benefit of life; the
meek roamed the streets. Simão Bacamarte immediately decided to reform this bad
custom; he asked the City Council for permission to house and treat all the
madmen from Itaguaí and the other towns and cities in the building he was going
to build, for a stipend, which the Council would give him when the sick
person's family was unable to do so. The proposal aroused the curiosity of the
whole town and met with great resistance, so certain is it that it is difficult
to uproot absurd or even bad habits. The idea of putting the mad in the same
house, living together, seemed in itself to be a symptom of dementia, and there
was no shortage of people who suggested it to the doctor's wife.


"Look, Mrs. Evarista," said Father Lopes,
the local vicar, "see if your husband will take a trip to Rio de Janeiro.
Studying all the time isn't good, it turns your mind off."


Mrs. Evarista was terrified, went to her husband, and
told him “That she had some desires", one in particular, to come to Rio de
Janeiro and eat everything that seemed appropriate for a certain purpose. But
that great man, with the rare sagacity that distinguished him, understood his
wife's intention and smilingly told her not to be afraid. From there he went to
the town hall, where the councilors were debating the proposal, and defended it
with such eloquence that the majority decided to authorize him to do what he
had asked, voting at the same time for a tax to subsidize the treatment,
accommodation, and maintenance of the poor insane. The subject of the tax was
not easy to find; everything was taxed in Itaguaí. After lengthy studies, it
was decided to allow the use of two pennants on horses for burials. Anyone who
wanted to feather the horses of a mortuary coach would pay two pennies to the town
hall, and this amount would be repeated as many times as the hours elapsed
between the death and the last blessing on the grave. The clerk got lost in the
arithmetic calculations of the possible income from the new tax; and one of the
councilors, who didn't believe in the doctor's enterprise, asked that the clerk
be relieved of his useless work.


"The calculations aren't accurate," he said,
"because Dr. Bacamarte can't come up with anything. Who saw it coming to
put all the crazy people in the same house?"


The worthy magistrate was wrong; the doctor fixed
everything. Once he had his license, he immediately started building the house.
It was on Rua Nova, the most beautiful street in Itaguaí at the time. It had
fifty windows per side, a courtyard in the center, and numerous cubicles for
guests. As he was a great Arabist, he found in the Koran that Mohammed declared
the insane venerable, on the grounds that Allah takes away their senses so that
they don't sin. The idea struck him as beautiful and profound, and he had it
engraved on the frontispiece of the house; but, as he was afraid of the vicar,
and therefore of the bishop, he attributed the thought to Benedict VIII, and
with this fraud he deserved to have Father Lopes tell him, over lunch, about
the life of that eminent pontiff.


The Green House was the name given to the asylum,
alluding to the color of the windows, which for the first time appeared green
in Itaguaí. It was inaugurated with immense pomp; from all the nearby and even
remote villages and towns, and from the city of Rio de Janeiro itself, people
flocked to attend the ceremonies, which lasted seven days. Many of the demented
had already been taken into care, and their relatives had the opportunity to
see the paternal affection and Christian charity with which they were being
treated. Evarista, overjoyed at her husband's glory, dressed lavishly, covered
herself in jewels, flowers, and silks. She was a true queen in those memorable
days; no one failed to visit her two or three times, despite the homely and
modest customs of the century, and they not only courted her but praised her;
because - and this fact is a highly honorable document for the society of the
time - they saw in her the happy wife of a high spirit, of an illustrious man,
and if they envied her, it was the holy and noble envy of her admirers.


After seven days, the public festivities ended;
Itaguaí finally had a house of orates.


 


CHAPTER II - TORRENTS OF MADMEN


 


Three days later, in an intimate discussion with the
apothecary Crispim Soares, the alienist revealed the mystery of his heart.


"Charity, Mr. Soares, certainly enters into my
procedure, but it enters as a seasoning, as the salt of things, which is how I
interpret St. Paul's saying to the Corinthians: 'If I know as much as can be
known, and have not charity, I am nothing.' The main thing in my work at the
Green House is to study madness in depth, its various degrees, classify its
cases, and finally discover the cause of the phenomenon and the universal
remedy. This is the mystery of my heart. I believe that this is a good service
to humanity."


"An excellent service," corrected the
apothecary.


"Without this asylum," continued the
alienist, "I could do very little, but it gives me much more scope for my
studies."


"Much greater," added the other.


And he was right. From all the neighboring towns and
villages, madmen flocked to the Green House. They were furious, they were meek,
they were monomaniacs, they were the whole family of the spiritually
disinherited. After four months, Green House was a village. The first cubicles
weren't enough; a gallery of thirty-seven more was added. Father Lopes
confessed that he hadn't imagined there were so many crazy people in the world,
let alone the inexplicable nature of some cases. One, for example, was a bronco
and villainous boy who, every day after lunch, regularly gave an academic
speech, adorned with tropes, antitheses, and apostrophes, with his recitations
of Greek and Latin, and his tassels of Cicero, Apuleius, and Tertullian. The
vicar didn't want to stop believing.


"What! A boy he'd seen playing shuttlecock in the
street three months earlier!"


"I'm not saying no," the alienist replied,
"but the truth is what you're seeing. This happens every day."


"As far as I'm concerned," said the vicar,
"it can only be explained by the confusion of languages at the Tower of
Babel, as the Scriptures tell us; probably, since languages were confused in
the past, it's easy to change them now, as long as reason doesn't work?"


"That may indeed be the divine explanation for
the phenomenon," agreed the alienist, after a moment's reflection,
"but it's not impossible that there's also some human and purely
scientific reason, and I'll deal with that..."


"Let it be, and I'll look forward to it.
Really!"


There were three or four love-crazed people, but only
two were astonishing for their curious delirium. The first, a Falcon, a boy of
twenty-five, thought he was a dazzling star, would spread his arms and widen
his legs to give them a certain ray-like appearance, and would spend hours
wondering if the sun had come out so he could go home. The other would always,
always, always walk around the rooms or the courtyard, along the corridors,
looking for the end of the world. He was a wretch, whom his wife had left to
follow a stray. As soon as he discovered their escape, he armed himself with a
shotgun and set off after them; he found them two hours later, by a pond, and
killed them both with the utmost cruelty.


Jealousy was satisfied, but the avenger was mad. And
then began that urge to go to the end of the world in search of the fugitives.


The mania for greatness had notable examples. The most
notable was a poor devil, the son of a bladder, who narrated his entire
genealogy to the walls (because he never looked at anyone):


"God engendered an egg, the egg engendered the
sword, the sword engendered David, David engendered the purple, the purple
engendered the duke, the duke engendered the marquis, the marquis engendered
the count, who is me."


He smacked himself on the forehead with his fingers
and repeated it five or six times in a row:


"God engendered an egg, the egg, etc."


Another of the same kind was a clerk who sold himself
as the king's butler; another was a cattle drover from Minas Gerais, whose
mania was to distribute cattle to everyone, giving three hundred head to one,
six hundred to another, twelve hundred to another, and never ending. I'm not
going to talk about cases of religious monomania; I'll just mention a guy who,
calling himself John of God, now claimed to be the god John, and promised the
kingdom of heaven to those who worshipped him, and the penalties of hell to
others; and after him, Licentiate Garcia, who said nothing, because he imagined
that the day he uttered a single word, all the stars would fall from the sky
and embrace the earth; such was the power he had received from God.


This is what he wrote on the paper that the alienist
told him to give him, less out of charity than out of scientific interest.


In fact, the alienist's patience was even more
extraordinary than all the manias housed in the Green House; nothing short of
astonishing. Simão Bacamarte began by organizing an administrative staff; and,
accepting this idea from the apothecary Crispim Soares, he also accepted two
nephews from him, whom he entrusted with the execution of a regulation he had
given them, approved by the City Council, the distribution of food and
clothing, as well as writing, etc. It was the best he could do, just to take care
of his job.


"The Green House," he said to the vicar,
"is now a kind of world, in which there is temporal government and
spiritual government." And Father Lopes laughed at this pious exchange and
added, with the sole purpose of also saying, "Let it be, let it be, I'll
have you denounced to the pope."


Once relieved of his duties, the alienist carried out
a vast classification of his patients. He first divided them into two main
classes: the furious and the meek; from there he moved on to the subclasses,
monomanias, delusions, various hallucinations.


This done, he began a thorough and continuous study;
he analyzed the habits of each madman, the hours of access, the aversions, the
sympathies, the words, the gestures, the tendencies; he inquired about the life
of the sick, profession, customs, circumstances of the morbid revelation,
accidents of childhood and youth, illnesses of other kinds, antecedents in the
family, an investigation, in short, such as the sharpest corregidor would not
do. And every day he noticed a new observation, an interesting discovery, an
extraordinary phenomenon. At the same time, he studied the best regimen,
medicinal substances, curative and palliative means, not only those that came
from his beloved Arabs, but also those that he discovered himself, by dint of
wit and patience. All this work took up the best and most of his time. He
hardly slept and hardly ate, and even when he was eating, it was as if he was
working, because sometimes he was interrogating an ancient text, sometimes he
was ruminating on a question, and he often went from one end of the dinner
table to the other without saying a single word to Mrs. Evarista.


 


CHAPTER III - GOD KNOWS WHAT HE'S DOING!


 


After two months, the illustrious lady found herself
the most miserable of women; she fell into a deep melancholy, became yellow,
thin, ate little, and sighed at every corner. She didn't dare complain or
reproach him, because she respected him as her husband and lord, but she
suffered silently and was wasting away. One day at dinner, when her husband
asked her what she had, she replied sadly that she had nothing; then she got a
little bolder and went so far as to say that she considered herself as much a
widow as ever. And then she added, "Who would have thought that half a
dozen lunatics...?" She didn't finish her sentence, or rather, she
finished it by raising her eyes to the ceiling — her eyes, which were her most
insinuating feature — black, large, bathed in a damp light, like the dawn. As
for her gesture, it was the same one she had used the day Simão Bacamarte asked
her to marry him. The chronicles don't say whether Mrs. Evarista brandished
that weapon with the perverse intention of slitting the throat of science once
and for all, or at least cutting off its hands; but the conjecture is credible.
In any case, the alienist had no intention. And the great man wasn't angry, he
wasn't even dismayed. The metal of his eyes remained the same metal, hard, smooth,
eternal, nor did the slightest wrinkle break the surface of a forehead as still
as the water of Botafogo. Perhaps a smile unveiled his lips, through which he
filtered this word as soft as the oil of the Canticle: "I consent to you
taking a walk in Rio de Janeiro."


Mrs. Evarista felt the ground beneath her feet slip
away. She had never seen Rio de Janeiro, which, although it wasn't even a pale
shadow of what it is today, was something more than Itaguaí. Seeing Rio de
Janeiro, for her, was equivalent to the dream of the captive Hebrew. Now, above
all, that her husband had settled down for good in that inland town, now she
had lost her last hopes of breathing the air of our good city; and it was
precisely now that he was inviting her to fulfill her desires as a girl and a
young woman. Mrs. Evarista couldn't hide her pleasure at this proposal. Simão
Bacamarte took her hand and smiled — a smile that was both philosophical and
conjugal, and which seemed to reflect this thought: "There is no certain
remedy for the pains of the soul; this lady is wasting away because it seems to
her that I don't love her; I'll give her Rio de Janeiro and she'll console
herself." And, because he was a studious man, he took note of the
observation.


But a dart pierced Mrs. Evarista's heart. She
restrained herself, however; she simply told her husband that if he wasn't
going, she wasn't going either, because she couldn't go off on her own.


"You'll go with your aunt," said the
alienist.


Evarista had thought about it, but she hadn't wanted
to ask or hint at it, firstly because it would be a great expense for her
husband, and secondly because it was better, more methodical and rational for
the proposal to come from him.


"Oh, but the money that would have to be
spent!" sighed Mrs. Evarista without conviction.


"What does it matter? We've been earning a
lot," said her husband. "Just yesterday, the clerk gave me the
accounts. Would you like to see?"


And he took her to the books. Mrs. Evarista was
dazzled. It was a milky way of numbers. Then he took her to the chests where
the money was. God, there were piles of gold, thousand crusaders upon thousand
crusaders, doubloons upon doubloons; it was opulence.


While she ate the gold with her black eyes, the
alienist stared at her and said in her ear with the most perfidious of
allusions, "Who would have thought that half a dozen lunatics...?"


Mrs. Evarista understood, smiled and replied with
great resignation: "God knows what he's doing!"


Three months later, the journey took place. Mrs.
Evarista, her aunt, the apothecary's wife, the latter's nephew, a priest the
alienist had met in Lisbon and who was in Itaguaí on an adventure, five or six
page boys, four house servents — such was the entourage that the population saw
leave the place one morning in May. The farewells were sad for everyone, except
the alienist. Although Mrs. Evarista's tears were abundant and sincere, they
didn't shake him. A man of science, and only of science, nothing dismayed him
outside of science; and if anything worried him on that occasion, if he let a
restless, policing gaze run through the crowd, it was none other than the idea
that some demented person might be mingling with the sensible people.


"Goodbye!" sobbed the ladies and the
apothecary.


And the entourage left. When Crispim Soares returned
home, his eyes were between the two ears of the beast he was riding; Simão
Bacamarte was stretching his over the horizon ahead, leaving it up to his horse
to return. A vivid image of genius and the vulgar! One looks at the present,
with all its tears and nostalgia, the other surveys the future with all its
dawns.


 


CHAPTER IV - A NEW THEORY


 


While Mrs. Evarista, in tears, was looking for Rio de
Janeiro, Simão Bacamarte was studying a certain bold and new idea, one that
would broaden the foundations of psychology. All the time he had left over from
the care of the Green House was little enough to walk the streets, or from
house to house, talking to people about thirty thousand subjects, and spouting
lines with a look that would frighten the most heroic.


One morning — it was three weeks later — while Crispim
Soares was busy seasoning a medicine, they came to tell him that the alienist
had sent for him.


"It's important business," he told me added
the bearer.


Crispim paled. What important business could it be, if
not some news about the entourage, and especially the woman? Because this topic
must be clearly defined, since the chroniclers insist on it: Crispim loved his
wife, and for thirty years they had never been apart for a single day. This
explains the monologues he was now giving, and which his servants often heard
from him: "Come on, well done, who told you to consent to Cesaría's
journey? You sycophant, you stupid sycophant! Just to flatter Dr. Bacamarte.
Now hang in there; come on, hang in there, you weak, vile, miserable soul of a
lackey. You say yes to everything, don't you? There's your profit, you
scoundrel!" And many other ugly names that a man shouldn't say to others,
let alone himself. From here to imagine the effect of the message, it was
nothing. No sooner had he received it than he gave up his drugs and flew to
Green House.


Simão Bacamarte received him with the joy of a wise
man, a joy buttoned up to the neck with circumspection.


"I'm very happy," he said.


"News from our people?" asked the apothecary
in a trembling voice.


The alienist made a magnificent gesture and replied,
"This is something higher, this is a scientific experiment. I say
experiment, because I don't dare assure you of my idea right now; nor is
science anything else, Mr. Soares, but a constant investigation. So this is an
experiment, but an experiment that will change the face of the earth. Madness,
the object of my studies, was until now an island lost in the ocean of reason;
I'm beginning to suspect that it's a continent."


He said this, and then fell silent, to ruminate on the
apothecary's astonishment. Then he explained his idea at length. In his view,
insanity encompassed a vast area of brains; and he developed this by copying a
lot of reasoning, texts, and examples. He found the examples in history and in
Itaguaí but, like a rare spirit, he recognized the danger of citing all the
cases of Itaguaí and took refuge in history. Thus, he pointed out some famous
characters, Socrates, who had a familiar demon, Pascal, who saw an abyss to the
left, Mohammed, Caracalla, Domitian, Caligula, etc., a whole string of cases
and people, in which odious entities and ridiculous entities were mixed. And
because the apothecary was surprised at such promiscuity, the alienist told him
that it was all the same thing, and even added sententiously: "Ferocity,
Mr. Soares, is the real grotesque."


"Graceful, very graceful!" exclaimed Crispim
Soares, raising his hands to the sky.


As for the idea of expanding the territory of madness,
the apothecary thought it was extravagant; but modesty, the main adornment of
his spirit, didn't allow him to confess anything other than a noble enthusiasm;
he declared it sublime and true, and added that it was "a case of
nonsense". This expression has no modern equivalent. At that time,
Itaguaí, which, like the other towns, villages and settlements in the colony,
had no press, had two ways of spreading the news: either by handwritten posters
nailed to the doors of the town hall and the parish church, or by nunchaku.


Here's what this second method consisted of. A man was
hired, for one or more days, to walk the streets of the town with a nunchaku in
his hand. From time to time he would play the nunchaku, people would gather and
he would announce what he had been asked to do — a remedy for seizures, some
plowed land, a sonnet, an ecclesiastical donation, the best scissors in the
village, the most beautiful speech of the year, etc. The system had its
drawbacks for public peace, but it was preserved because of the great publicity
power it possessed. For example, one of the councilors — the very one who had
most opposed the creation of the Green House — had the reputation of being a
perfect educator of snakes and monkeys, and in fact had never tamed a single
one of these animals; but he took care to make his nunchaku work every month.
And the chronicles say that some people claimed to have seen rattlesnakes
dancing on the councillor's chest; a perfectly false claim, but only due to
absolute trust in the system. True, not all the institutions of the old regime
deserved the contempt of our century.


"It's better than announcing my idea, it's
practicing it," replied the alienist to the apothecary's insinuation.


And the apothecary, not differing appreciably from
this way of seeing things, told him that yes, it was better to start by
implementing it.


"There will always be time to give it to the noisemaker,"
he concluded.


Simão Bacamarte reflected for a moment, then said,
"I think the human spirit is a vast shell, my aim, Mr. Soares, is to see
if I can extract the pearl, which is reason; in other words, let's definitively
demarcate the limits of reason and madness. Reason is the perfect balance of
all the faculties; otherwise, insanity, insanity and only insanity."


Vicar Lopes, to whom he entrusted the new theory,
stated plainly that he couldn't understand it, that it was an absurd work, and
if it wasn't absurd, it was so colossal that it didn't deserve to be
implemented.


"With the current definition, which is that of
all times," he added, "madness and reason are perfectly delimited.
You know where one ends and the other begins. Why cross the fence?"


On the alienist's thin, discreet lip crept the vague
shadow of an intention to laugh, in which disdain was married to commiseration;
but not a word came out of his egregious entrails.


Science was content to reach out to theology — with
such certainty that theology didn't know whether to believe in itself or the
other. Itaguaí and the universe were on the brink of a revolution.


 


CHAPTER V – TERROR


 


Four days later, the population of Itaguaí heard the
dismaying news that a certain Costa had been taken to the Green House.


"Impossible!"


"How impossible! He was arrested this
morning."


"But he really didn't deserve it... After all
he'd done..."


Costa was one of Itaguaí's most esteemed citizens. He
had inherited four hundred thousand cruzados in good coin from King João V,
money whose income was enough, according to his uncle in his will, to live
“until the end of the world”. So quickly did he collect the inheritance, he
began to divide it into loans, without usury, one thousand cruzados to one, two
thousand to another, three hundred to this, eight hundred to that, to such an
extent that, after five years, he had nothing. If the misery had come at once,
Itaguaí's astonishment would have been enormous; but it came slowly; he
gradually went from opulence to affluence, from affluence to mediocrity, from
mediocrity to poverty, from poverty to misery. After those five years, people
who used to tip their hats as soon as he appeared at the end of the street, now
tapped him on the shoulder with intimacy, poked him in the nose, said “pulhas”.
And Costa was always smooth and laughing. He didn't even notice that the least
courteous were the ones who still owed the debt; on the contrary, he seemed to
embrace them with greater pleasure and more sublime resignation. One day, as
one of these incurable debtors threw a thick slur at him and he laughed it off,
a disgruntled man remarked, with a certain perfidy: “You put up with this guy
to see if he pays you back.” Costa didn't stop for a minute, he went to the
debtor and forgave him the debt.


“No wonder,” retorted the other, “Costa gave up a star
in the sky." Costa was perceptive, he understood that he was denying all
merit to the act, attributing to him the intention of rejecting what they
didn't come to put in his pocket. He was also pompous and inventive; two hours
later he found a way of proving that he wasn't entitled to such a feat: he took
some folds and sent them to the debtor as a loan.


“Now I hope...” he thought without finishing his
sentence.


Costa's last line persuaded believers and unbelievers
alike; no one doubted the chivalrous sentiments of that worthy citizen. The
shyest necessities came out into the street and knocked on his door in their
old slippers and patched cloaks. A worm, however, gnawed at Costa's soul: it
was the concept of disaffection. But that was the end of it; three months
later, he came to ask him for a hundred and twenty cruzados with a promise to
pay them back in two days' time; it was the residue of the great inheritance,
but it was also a noble revenge: Costa lent the money straight away, without
interest. Unfortunately, he didn't have time to pay it back; five months later
he was taken to the Green House.


You can imagine Itaguaí's consternation when he heard
about it. There was no talk of anything else, it was said that Costa had gone
berserk at lunch, others at dawn; and the outbursts were counted, which were
furious, gloomy, terrible - or tame, and even funny, depending on the version.
A lot of people rushed to the Green House and found poor Costa calm, a little
astonished, speaking very clearly and asking why he had been taken there. Some
went to see the alienist. Bacamarte approved of these feelings of esteem and
compassion, but added that science was science, and that he couldn't leave an
idiot on the street. The last person to intercede for him (because after what
I'm about to tell you, no one else dared to go to the terrible doctor) was a
poor lady, Costa's cousin. The alienist told her confidentially that this
worthy man was not in perfect balance of mental faculties, given the way he had
dissipated the funds he had...


“No, no, no!” interrupted the good lady energetically.
“If he spent what he received so quickly, it's not his fault.”


“No?”


“No, sir. I'll tell you how it happened. My dead uncle
wasn't a bad man, but when he was angry, he wouldn't even take his hat off to
the Blessed Sacrament. One day, shortly before his death, he discovered that a
slave had stolen an ox from him. His face was like a bell pepper; he was
shaking all over, his mouth was black; I remember it as if it were today. Then
an ugly, hairy man in shirtsleeves came up to him and asked for water. My uncle
(God rest his soul!) told him to go drink from the river or go to hell. The man
looked at him, opened his hand threateningly and cursed: 'All your money won't
last more than seven years and one day, as sure as this is the bell-salamón!'
And he showed the bell printed on his arm. That was it, my lord; that was the
curse of that cursed man."


Bacamarte stabbed the poor lady with a pair of
dagger-sharp eyes. When she had finished, he politely held out his hand to her,
as if to the viceroy's own wife, and invited her to go and speak to her cousin.
The wretch believed him; he took her to the Green House and locked her up in
the gallery of the hallucinated.


The news of this deception by the illustrious
Bacamarte sent terror through the population. No one wanted to believe that,
for no reason, without enmity, the alienist would lock up in the Green House a
perfectly sensible lady, who had no other crime than to intercede for an
unfortunate. The case was talked about on street corners, in barbers' shops; a
romance was built up, a few flirtatious remarks that the alienist had once made
to Costa's cousin, to Costa's indignation and his cousin's contempt. And then revenge.
It was clear. But the alienist's austerity, the life of study he led, seemed to
disprove such a hypothesis. Stories! All this was naturally the rogue's cloak.
And one of the most credulous even murmured that he knew other things, he
wouldn't say them because he wasn't completely sure, but he knew, he could
almost swear.


“You, who are close to him, couldn't tell us what's
going on, what happened, what's the motive?”


Crispim Soares melted. This questioning by restless
and curious people, by astonished friends, was a public consecration for him.
There was no doubting it; the whole town knew at last that the alienist's
private person was him, Crispim, the apothecary, the collaborator of the great
man and the great things; hence the rush to the apothecary. All this was said
by the apothecary's jucund face and discreet laughter, laughter and silence,
because he didn't answer anything; one, two, three monosyllables, at most,
loose, dry, encased in his faithful, constant, small smile, full of scientific
mysteries that he couldn't, without disdain or danger, unveil to any human
being.


“There's something,” thought the most suspicious.


One of them just thought it, shrugged and left. He had
personal business. He had just built a sumptuous house. The house alone was
enough to keep everyone coming, but there was more - the furniture, which he
had ordered from Hungary and Holland, he said, and which could be seen from the
outside because the windows were always open - and the garden, which was a
masterpiece of art and taste. This man, who had become rich in the manufacture
of albardas, had always dreamed of a magnificent house, a pompous garden and
rare furniture. He didn't give up the livery business, but he rested in
contemplation of the new house, the first in Itaguaí, grander than the Green
House, nobler than the Town Hall. There was weeping and gnashing of teeth among
the illustrious people of the town when they thought of, talked about or
praised the house of the saddler, a simple saddler, God in heaven!


“There he is stunned,” said the passers-by in the
morning.


In fact, in the mornings, it was Mateus' custom to lie
in the middle of the garden, his eyes on the house, his boyfriend, for a long
hour, until they came to call him for lunch. The neighbors, although they
greeted him with a certain respect, laughed behind him, which was a pleasure.
One of them went so far as to say that Mateus would be much more economical and
very rich if he made his own raincoats; an unintelligible epigram, but one that
made people laugh out loud.


“Now there's Mateus to be contemplated,” they used to
say in the afternoons.


The reason for this other saying was that, in the
afternoons, when the families went out for a walk (they dined early), Mateus
used to stand at the window, right in the middle, looking very showy against a
dark background, dressed in white, with a lordly attitude, and he would stay
like that for two or three hours until it got dark. It's safe to say that
Mateus's intention was to be admired and envied, even though he didn't confess
it to anyone, neither to the apothecary nor to Father Lopes, his great friends.
And yet the apothecary's claim was no different when the alienist told him that
the saddler perhaps suffered from a love of stones, a mania that Bacamarte had
discovered and studied for some time. That thing about looking at the house...


“No, sir,” said Crispim Soares.


“No?”


“You'll forgive me, but perhaps you don't know that in
the morning he examines the work, he doesn't admire it; in the afternoon, it's
the others who admire him and the work.” And he recounted the use of the
saddler, every afternoon, from early morning until nightfall.


A scientific voluptuousness lit up Simão Bacamarte's
eyes. Either he didn't know all the customs of the saddler, or he wanted
nothing more, by questioning Crispim, than to confirm some uncertain news or
vague suspicion. The explanation satisfied him, but as he had the joys of a
wise man, the apothecary saw nothing in his concentration that would make him
suspect a sinister intention. On the contrary, it was afternoon, and the
alienist asked him for his arm to go for a walk. God, it was the first time Simão
Bacamarte had given his private such an honor; Crispim was trembling, stunned,
said yes, he was ready. Two or three people arrived from outside, Crispim
mentally sent them to all hell; not only would they delay the tour, but it
could happen that Bacamarte chose one of them to accompany him and dismissed
him. What impatience, what distress! Finally, they left. The alienist drove to
the side of the saddler's house, saw him at the window, passed by five or six
times, slowly, stopping, examining his attitude and the look on his face. As
soon as poor Mateus noticed that he was the object of the curiosity or
admiration of the first figure from Itaguaí, his expression redoubled, his
attitudes took on a new prominence... Sad! Sad! He did nothing but condemn
himself; the next day, he was taken to the Green House.


“The Green House is a private prison,” said a doctor
without a clinic.


Never has an opinion caught on and spread so quickly.
Private prison: that's what was being repeated from north to south and east to
west of Itaguaí - with fear, it's true, because during the week that followed
the capture of poor Mateus, twenty-odd people - two or three people of
consideration - were taken to the Green House. The alienist said that only
pathological cases were admitted, but few people believed him. Popular versions
followed one another. Revenge, greed for money, punishment from God, monomania
on the part of the doctor himself, a secret plan from Rio de Janeiro to destroy
any germ of prosperity in Itaguaí that might sprout, blossom, bloom, to the
disdain and scarcity of that city, a thousand other explanations that explained
nothing, such was the daily product of the public imagination.


The alienist's wife, his aunt, Crispim Soares' wife,
and all the rest of the entourage - or almost all of them - who had left
Itaguaí a few weeks before, arrived from Rio de Janeiro. The alienist went to
receive her, along with the apothecary, Father Lopes, the councilors and
various other magistrates. The moment when Mrs. Evarista laid eyes on her
husband is considered by the chroniclers of the time to be one of the most
sublime in the moral history of men, and this because of the contrast between
the two natures, both extreme, both egregious. Mrs. Evarista let out a scream,
stammered a word and threw herself at her consort, in a gesture that cannot be
better defined than by comparing it to a mixture of jaguar and turtledove. Not
so the illustrious Bacamarte; cold as a diagnosis, without for an instant
disregarding his scientific rigidity, he stretched out his arms to his
mistress, who fell into them and fainted. It was a short incident; after two
minutes, Mrs. Evarista received the greetings of her friends and the party set
off.


Mrs. Evarista was Itaguaí's hope; she was counted on
to alleviate the scourge of the Green House. Hence the public acclamations, the
huge crowds thronging the streets, the banners, flowers and apricots in the
windows. With her arm resting on Father Lopes' — because the eminent Bacamarte
had entrusted his wife to the vicar, and accompanied them at a meditative pace
— Mrs. Evarista turned her head from side to side, curious, restless, petulant.
The vicar asked about Rio de Janeiro, which he hadn't seen since the previous
viceroyalty, and Mrs. Evarista replied enthusiastically that it was the most
beautiful thing in the world. The Passeio Público was finished, a paradise
where she had often gone, and the Rua das Belas Noites, the Marrecas
fountain... Oh! the Marrecas fountain! They really were teals - made of metal
and pouring water out of their mouths. A very gallant thing. The vicar said
yes, Rio de Janeiro must be much more beautiful now. If it had been in the
past! No wonder, it's bigger than Itaguaí and, what's more, the seat of
government... But I can't say that Itaguaí was ugly; it had beautiful houses,
Mateus' house, Green House...


“On the subject of Green House,” said Father Lopes,
deftly slipping into the subject of the occasion, “you find it very
crowded."


“Yes?”


“That's right. There's Mateus..."


“The saddler?”


“The saddler; there's Costa, Costa's cousin, and
Fulano, and Sicrano, and..."


“All that crazy?”


“Or almost crazy,” said the priest.


“But then?”


The vicar melted the corners of his mouth, in the
manner of someone who doesn't know anything or doesn't want to say everything;
a vague answer that can't be repeated to someone else for lack of text. Mrs.
Evarista really thought it was extraordinary that all those people were going
mad; one or the other, yes, but all of them? However, she had a hard time
doubting it; her husband was a wise man, he wouldn't take anyone to the Green
House without clear proof of madness.


“Undoubtedly... undoubtedly...” the vicar was
punctuating.


Three hours later, around fifty guests were seated
around Simão Bacamarte's table; it was the welcome dinner. D. Evarista was the
obligatory subject of toasts, speeches, verses of all kinds, metaphors,
amplifications, apologists. She was the wife of the new Hippocrates, the muse
of science, angel, divine, dawn, charity, life, consolation; she had two stars
in her eyes, according to Crispim Soares' modest version, and two suns,
according to a councilor. The alienist listened to these things somewhat bored,
but without any visible impatience. At most, he said in his wife's ear that
rhetoric allowed such meaningless boldness. Mrs. Evarista made an effort to
adhere to her husband's opinion, but even discounting three-quarters of the
praise, she was left with a lot to fill her soul with. One of the speakers, for
example, Martim Brito, a young man of twenty-five, a washed-up painter, tired
of flirtations and adventures, gave a speech in which Mrs. Evarista's birth was
explained by the most singular of challenges.


“God,” he said, “after giving the universe man and
woman, this diamond and this pearl from the divine crown (and the speaker
triumphantly dragged this phrase from one end of the table to the other), God
wanted to beat God, and created Mrs. Evarista.”


Mrs. Evarista lowered her eyes with exemplary modesty.
Two ladies, who found the courtship excessive and audacious, questioned the
eyes of the master of the house; and indeed, the alienist's gesture seemed to
them to be clouded with suspicions, threats and probably blood. It was a big
dare, thought the two ladies. And both asked God to remove any tragic episode -
or to postpone it, at least until the next day. Yes, postpone it. One of them,
the most pious, even admitted to herself that Mrs. Evarista didn't deserve any
suspicion, so far from being attractive or beautiful. She was just plain
lukewarm. If all tastes were equal, what would become of yellow? The thought
made her shudder again, although less, because the alienist was now smiling at
Martim Brito and, once everyone was up, he went over to him and told him about
the speech. He didn't deny that it was a brilliant improvisation, full of
magnificent lines. Was the idea for Mrs. Evarista's birth his own, or had he
found it in some author who? No, sir; it was his own; he found it on that
occasion and it seemed appropriate for a burst of oratory. In fact, his ideas
were more daring than tender or jocular. He had a flair for the epic. Once, for
example, he composed an ode to the fall of the Marquis of Pombal, in which he
said that this minister was the “asperous dragon of Nothingness”, crushed by
the “avenging claws of the Whole”; and so on, more or less out of the ordinary;
he liked sublime and rare ideas, great and noble images...


“Poor boy!” thought the alienist. And he continued:
“This is a case of brain damage; a phenomenon of no serious nature, but worthy
of study...”


Mrs. Evarista was astonished when she learned, three
days later, that Martim Brito had been lodged in the Green House. A young man
who had such beautiful ideas! The two ladies attributed the act to jealousy on
the part of the alienist. It couldn't have been anything else; in fact, the
young man's statement had been too audacious.


Jealousy? But how could they explain the fact that
José Borges do Couto Leme, an estimable person, Chico das Cambraias, an
emeritus prankster, the clerk Fabrício and others were taken in straight
afterwards? The terror grew. We no longer knew who was sane or who was crazy.
The women, when their husbands went out, had a lamp lit by Our Lady; and not
all the husbands were brave, some didn't go out without one or two henchmen.
Positively terror. Those who could, emigrated. One of these fugitives was
arrested two hundred paces from the town. He was a young man in his thirties,
amiable, chatty, polished, so polished that he wouldn't greet anyone without
tipping his hat to the ground; in the street, he would run a distance of ten or
twenty fathoms to shake hands with a serious man, a lady, sometimes a child, as
had happened to the son of the judge outside. He had a flair for courtesies.
Moreover, he owed his good relations in society not only to his personal gifts,
which were rare, but also to the noble tenacity with which he never lost heart
in the face of one, two, four, six refusals, ugly faces, etc. What happened was
that once he entered a house, he never left it, nor did the people in the house
leave him, so gracious was Gil Bernardes. Gil Bernardes, despite being
well-liked, was frightened when he was told one day that the alienist was
keeping an eye on him; the next morning he fled the town, but was soon caught
and taken to the Green House.


“We must put an end to this! It can't go on! Down with
tyranny! Despot! Violent! Goliath!”


It wasn't shouting in the street, it was sighing at
home, but the time for shouting would come soon. Terror was growing; rebellion
was looming. The idea of petitioning the government to have Simão Bacamarte
captured and deported crossed a few minds, before the barber Porfírio put it
forward in the store with great gestures of indignation. It should be noted -
and this is one of the purest lines in this gloomy story - that Porfirio, since
the Green House had started to become so overcrowded, had seen his profits grow
through the assiduous application of leeches that he was asked to buy from
there; but private interest, he said, must yield to the public interest. And he
added: "The tyrant must be overthrown!" It should be noted, moreover,
that he let out this cry on the very day that Simão Bacamarte had brought a man
with a demand, Coelho, to the Green House.


“You won't tell me how crazy Coelho is?” roared
Porfírio.


And no one answered him; everyone repeated that he was
a perfectly sensible man. The very dispute he had with the barber over some
land in the town was the result of the obscurity of a charter, not greed or
hatred. Coelho was an excellent character. The only enemies he had were some
guys who, claiming to be shy or in a hurry, would turn corners, enter stores,
etc. as soon as they saw him from a distance. In fact, he loved a good talk, a
long talk, enjoyed in long gulps, and so he was never alone, preferring those
who knew how to say two words, but not disdaining the others. Father Lopes, who
cultivated Dante and was Coelho's enemy, never saw him disconnect from anyone
who didn't recite and amend this passage: "La bocca sollevò dal fiero
pasto Quel “seccatore”...” but some knew of the priest's hatred, and others
thought it was a Latin prayer.


 


 


CHAPTER VI - THE REBELLION


 


About thirty people linked up with the barber, drew up
and took a representation to the town hall. The City Council refused to accept
it, stating that the Green House was a public institution, and that science
could not be amended by an administrative vote, much less by street movements.


"Get back to work," concluded the president,
"is our advice to you."


The agitators' irritation was enormous. The barber
declared that from there they were going to raise the banner of rebellion and
destroy the Green House; that Itaguaí could no longer serve as a corpse for the
studies and experiments of a despot; that many estimable people, some
distinguished, others humble but worthy of appreciation, lay in the Green
House's cubicles; that the alienist's scientific despotism was complicated by a
spirit of greed, since the insane, or supposedly so, were not treated for free:
the families, and failing that the City Council, paid the alienist...


"That's false!" interrupted the president.


"Fake?"


"About two weeks ago we received a letter from
the illustrious doctor in which he told us that, in order to carry out
experiments of great psychological value, he was giving up the stipend voted by
the council, and that he would receive nothing from the families of the
sick."


The news of such a noble, pure act put a damper on the
rebels' spirits. Surely the alienist could have been wrong, but no interest
other than science was instigating him; and to demonstrate the error, something
more than brawls and clamor was needed. This the president said, to the
applause of the whole House. The barber, after a few moments of concentration,
declared that he was invested with a public mandate and would not restore peace
to Itaguaí until he had seen the Green House — “this Bastille of human reason”
— fall to the ground, an expression he had heard from a local poet and which he
repeated with great emphasis. He said it, and at a signal everyone left with
him.


Imagine the situation of the councilors; there was an
urgent need to stop the gathering, the rebellion, the fighting and the
bloodshed. To add to the evil, one of the councilors, who had supported the
president, now heard the name given by the barber to the Green House —
“Bastille of human reason” — and found it so elegant that he changed his mind.
He said that he thought it would be a good idea to enact some measure to reduce
the Green House; and because the president, indignant, expressed his
astonishment in strong terms, the councilor made this comment:


"I have nothing to do with science; but, if so
many men in whom we presume to have judgment are imprisoned because they are
insane, who can tell us that the alienated person is not the alienist?"


Sebastião Freitas, the dissenting councilor, had the
gift of the word and spoke for some time, prudently but firmly. His colleagues
were stunned; the president asked him to at least set an example of order and
respect for the law, not to venture his ideas into the street, so as not to
give body and soul to the rebellion, which was for the moment a whirlwind of
scattered atoms. This figure somewhat corrected the effect of the other:
Sebastião Freitas promised to suspend any action, reserving the right to ask
for the reduction of the Green House by legal means. And he kept repeating to
himself: “Bastille of human reason!”


Meanwhile, the rioting grew. There were no longer
thirty, but three hundred people accompanying the barber, whose family nickname
should be mentioned, because she gave the revolt its name; they called him the
Canjica - and the movement became famous under the name of the Canjicas revolt.
The action may have been restricted - since many people, either out of fear or
politeness, didn't take to the streets; but the feeling was unanimous, or
almost unanimous, and the three hundred who walked to Green House - given the
difference between Paris and Itaguaí - could be compared to those who took the
Bastille.


Mrs. Evarista heard about the rebellion before it
arrived; one of her offspring came to give it to her. She was trying on a silk
dress - one of the thirty-seven she had brought from Rio de Janeiro - and she
didn't want to believe it.


"It must be something," she said, changing
the position of a pin. "Benedita, see if the bar is all right."


"Yes, Lady," replied the servant, crouched
on the floor, "it's fine. Milady, turn it a little. Like this. It's very
good."


"It's not a joke, Lady; they're shouting: 'Die
Dr. Bacamarte! The tyrant!'" said the frightened boy.


"Shut up, you fool! Benedita, look at the left
side; doesn't it look like the stitching is a bit skewed? The blue stripe
doesn't go all the way down; it's very ugly like that; you have to unstitch it
to make it look the same and..."


"Die Dr. Bacamarte! Die the tyrant!" three
hundred voices howled outside. It was the rebellion that was breaking out in
Rua Nova.


Mrs. Evarista ran out of blood. At first she didn't
take a step, didn't make a gesture; terror petrified her. The mucama ran
instinctively to the back door. As for the boy, to whom Mrs. Evarista had given
no credit, he had an instant of sudden triumph, a certain sudden,
imperceptible, ingrained movement of moral satisfaction, when he saw that
reality had come to swear by him.


"Die the alienist!" the voices nearby
shouted.


Mrs. Evarista, if she couldn't easily resist the
emotions of pleasure, knew how to cope with moments of danger. She didn't
faint; she ran to the inner room where her husband was studying. When she
rushed in, the illustrious doctor was scrutinizing a text by Averroes; his
eyes, filled with cogitation, went up from the book to the ceiling and down
from the ceiling to the book, blind to external reality, seeing into the depths
of his mind. Mrs. Evarista called out for her husband twice, but he paid no
attention; the third time he heard her and asked her what was wrong, if she was
ill.


"Don't you hear these screams?" asked the
worthy wife in tears.


The alienist answered then; the screams were getting
closer, terrible, threatening; he understood everything. He got up from the
high-backed chair where he was sitting, closed the book and, with a firm, calm
step, went to put it on the shelf. As the introduction of the volume was a
little out of line with the two adjoining volumes, Simão Bacamarte took care to
correct this minimal, and indeed interesting, defect. Then he told his wife to
go away, not to do anything.


"No, no," begged the dignified lady, "I
want to die next to you..."


Simão Bacamarte insisted that no, it wasn't a case of
death; and even if it was, he told her, in the name of life, to stay. The
unfortunate lady bowed her head, obedient and tearful.


"Down with Green House!" cried the Canjicas.


The alienist walked to the front porch and arrived
just as the rebellion was arriving and stopped in front of it, its three
hundred heads glowing with civility and dark with despair.


"Die! Die!" they shouted from all sides,
only the figure of the alienist stood on the balcony. Simão Bacamarte made a
sign asking to speak; the rioters covered his voice with cries of indignation.
Then the barber, waving his hat to silence the mob, managed to quieten his
friends and told the alienist that he could speak, but added that he should not
abuse the people's patience as he had done until then.


"I will say little, or even nothing, if I have
to. First, I want to know what you are asking for."


"We're not asking for anything,” replied the
barber, “we're ordering that the Green House be demolished, or at least
stripped of the unfortunates who are there."


"I don't understand."


"You understand well, tyrant; we want to give
freedom to the victims of your hatred, caprice, greed..."


The alienist smiled, but the smile of this great man
was not something visible to the eyes of the crowd; it was a slight contraction
of two or three muscles, nothing more. He smiled and replied:


"Gentlemen, science is serious business, and
deserves to be treated seriously. I give no reason for my actions as an
alienist to anyone except the masters and God. If you want to amend the
administration of the Green House, I am ready to listen to you; but if you
demand that I deny myself, you will gain nothing. I could invite some of you,
on commission from the others, to come and see the mad inmates with me; but I
won't, because that would mean giving you a reason for my system, which I won't
do to laymen or rebels."


The alienist said this, and the crowd was stunned; it
was clear that they hadn't expected such energy and even less such serenity.
But the astonishment grew when the alienist, courting the crowd with great
gravity, turned his back on them and slowly retreated inside. The barber
immediately came back to his senses and, waving his hat, invited his friends to
demolish the Green House. It was at this decisive moment that the barber felt
the ambition of government dawning on him; it seemed to him that, by demolishing
the Green House and overthrowing the alienist's influence, he would be able to
take over the Town Hall, dominate the other authorities and become master of
Itaguaí. For some years he had been trying to get his name included in the
lists for the drawing of councilors, but he was turned down because he didn't
have a position compatible with such a great office. It was now or never.
Moreover, he had gone so far in the tussle that his downfall would have been
imprisonment, or perhaps the gallows, or banishment. Unfortunately, the
alienist's response had dampened his henchmen's rage. As soon as he saw this,
the barber felt an impulse of indignation and wanted to shout at them:
"Scoundrels! Cowards!" but he restrained himself and burst out like
this:


"My friends, let's fight to the end! The
salvation of Itaguaí is in your worthy and heroic hands. Let us destroy the
prison of your sons and fathers, your mothers and sisters, your relatives and
friends, and yourselves. Or you will die on bread and water, perhaps by whip,
in that unworthy man's dungeon."


And the crowd stirred, murmured, shouted, threatened,
all gathered around the barber. It was the revolt that was coming back from its
slight syncope and threatening to wipe out the Green House.


"Let's go!" roared Porfirio, waving his hat.


"Let's go!" they all repeated.


They were stopped by an incident: it was a corps of
dragoons marching into Rua Nova.


 


CHAPTER VII - THE UNEXPECTED


 


When the dragoons arrived in front of the Canjicas,
there was an instant of astonishment: the Canjicas didn't want to believe that
the public force would be sent against them; but the barber understood
everything and waited. The dragoons stopped, the captain ordered the crowd to
disperse; but while some of them were inclined to do so, the other part
strongly supported the barber, whose response consisted of these loud words:


"We will not disperse. If you want our corpses,
you can take them; but only the corpses; you will not take our honor, our
credit, our rights, and with them the salvation of Itaguaí."


There was nothing more reckless than this response
from the barber, and nothing more natural. It was the vertigo of great crises.
Perhaps it was also an overconfidence in the dragoons' refraining from arms; a
confidence that the captain soon dispelled by ordering the Canjicas to charge.
The moment was indescribable. The crowd roared furiously; some, climbing into
the windows of the houses or running down the street, managed to escape; but
the majority stayed, snorting with anger, indignant, encouraged by the barber's
exhortation. The defeat of the Canjicas was imminent when a third of the
dragoons - for whatever reason, the chronicles don't say - suddenly joined the
rebellion. This unexpected reinforcement gave soul to the Canjicas, while at
the same time casting discouragement into the ranks of legality. The loyal
soldiers didn't have the courage to attack their own comrades, and one by one,
they passed over to them, so that after a few minutes, things looked completely
different. The captain was on one side, with some people, against a compact
mass that was threatening him with death. He had no choice, declared himself
defeated and handed his sword to the barber.


The triumphant revolution didn't waste a single
minute; it collected the wounded from nearby houses and led them to the town
hall. People and troops fraternized, cheered the king, the viceroy, Itaguaí and
the “illustrious Porfírio.” He led the way, wielding his sword as dexterously
as if it were only a slightly longer razor. Victory girded his brow with a
mysterious nimbus. The dignity of government was beginning to thrill his hips.


The councilors, at the windows, seeing the crowd and
the troops, thought that the troops had captured the crowd, and without further
examination, they went in and voted on a petition to the viceroy to order a
month's pay for the dragoons, “whose denouement saved Itaguaí from the abyss
into which a band of rebels had thrown it.” This phrase was proposed by
Sebastião Freitas, the dissident councilor whose defense of the Canjicas had so
scandalized his colleagues. But the illusion was soon shattered. The cheers for
the barber, and the boos for the councilors and the alienist brought them news
of the sad reality. The president was not discouraged:


"Whatever our fate," he said, "let us
remember that we are at the service of His Majesty and the people."


Sebastião suggested that the crown and the town could
be better served by going out the back door and conferring with the judge, but
the whole council rejected this idea.


Before long, the barber, accompanied by some of his
lieutenants, entered the council chamber and told the council that it was going
to fall. The council didn't resist, surrendered and went to jail. Then the
barber's friends proposed that he take over the town government in the name of
His Majesty. Porfirio accepted the task, although he wasn't unaware (he added)
of the thorns he was carrying; he also said that he couldn't do without the
help of the friends present, to which they readily agreed. The barber came to
the window and told the people of these resolutions, which the people ratified,
acclaiming the barber. The barber was named “Protector of the town in the name
of His Majesty and the people.” Several important orders were soon sent out,
official communications from the new government, a detailed presentation to the
viceroy, with many protests of obedience to His Majesty's orders; finally, a
short but forceful proclamation to the people:


"Itaguaí citizens! A corrupt and violent city
council was conspiring against the interests of His Majesty and the people.
Public opinion had condemned it; a handful of citizens, strongly supported by
His Majesty's brave dragoons, have just ignominiously dissolved it, and by
unanimous consensus of the town, I have been entrusted with the supreme
command, until His Majesty sees fit to order what seems best for his royal
service. Itaguaienses! I ask nothing of you but that you surround me with
confidence, that you help me to restore peace and the public treasury, so
squandered by the Chamber that has now ended at your hands. Count on my
sacrifice, and rest assured that the crown will be for us.


The Protector of the town in the name of His Majesty
and the people, PORFÍRIO CAETANO DAS NEVES.”


Everyone was absolutely silent at this proclamation
about the Green House, and, according to some, there couldn't have been a more
vivid indication of the barber's dark plans. The danger was all the greater
because, in the midst of these serious events, the alienist had put seven or
eight people in the Green House, including two ladies, one of whom was related
to the Protector. It wasn't a challenge, an intentional act, but everyone
interpreted it that way, and the town breathed in the hope that within 24 hours
the alienist would be in irons and the terrible prison would be destroyed.


The day ended happily. While the matraca's herald was
reciting the proclamation from corner to corner, the people poured into the
streets and swore to die in defense of the illustrious Porfírio. A few shouts
against the Green House, proof of confidence in the government's action. The
barber issued an act declaring that day a holiday, and negotiated with the
vicar to celebrate a Te-Deum, so convenient in his eyes was the conjunction of
temporal and spiritual power; but Father Lopes openly refused his support.


"In any case, won't Your Reverence join the
enemies of the government?" said the barber to him, giving his face a dark
look.


Father Lopes replied without answering:


"How can I enlist if the new government has no
enemies?"


The barber smiled; it was the truth. With the
exception of the captain, the town councilors and the town leaders, everyone
was cheering him on. The same leaders, if they didn't acclaim him, hadn't come
out against him. None of the inspectors stopped coming to receive his orders.
In general, the families blessed the name of the man who was finally going to
free Itaguaí from Green House and the terrible Simão Bacamarte.


 


CHAPTER VIII - THE APOTHECARY'S ANGUISH


 


Twenty-four hours after the events recounted in the
previous chapter, the barber left the government palace - the name given to the
town hall - with two orderlies, and went to Simão Bacamarte's residence. He was
not unaware that it was more decorous for the government to send for him, but
the fear that the alienist would not obey forced him to appear tolerant and
moderate.


I can't describe the apothecary's terror when he heard
that the barber was going to the alienist's house. "He's going to arrest
him," he thought. And his anguish redoubled. Indeed, the apothecary's
moral torture in those days of revolution exceeded all possible description.
Never had a man found himself in a tighter spot: the alienist's deprivation
drew him to the alienist's side, the barber's victory drew him to the barber.
The mere news of the uprising had already shaken his soul, because he knew the
unanimity of the alienist's hatred; but the final victory was also the final
blow. His wife, a manly lady, a particular friend of Mrs. Evarista, said that
he belonged next to Simão Bacamarte; while his heart told him no, that the
alienist's cause was lost, and that no one ties himself to a corpse by his own
doing. "Cato did it, it's true, sed victa Catoni," he thought,
recalling some of Father Lopes' usual lectures; but Cato didn't tie himself to
a lost cause, he was the lost cause itself, the cause of the republic; his act,
therefore, was that of a selfish man, a miserable selfish man; my situation is
different. But his wife insisted, and Crispim Soares found no other way out of
such a crisis but to fall ill; he declared himself ill and got into bed.


"Porfírio is going to Dr. Bacamarte's
house," his wife told him the next day at his bedside, "he's going
with people."


"He's going to arrest him," thought the
apothecary.


One idea brings another; the apothecary imagined that,
once the alienist had been arrested, they would also come for him as an
accomplice. This idea was the best of vesicatories. Crispim Soares got up, said
he was fine, that he was going out; and despite all his consort's efforts and
protests, he got dressed and left. The old chroniclers are unanimous in saying
that the certainty that her husband was going to place himself nobly at the
side of the alienist greatly consoled the apothecary's wife; and they note with
great insight the immense moral power of an illusion; for the apothecary walked
resolutely to the government palace, not to the alienist's house. When he
arrived, he was surprised not to see the barber, to whom he was going to
present his protests of adherence, having not done so the day before because he
was ill. And he was coughing with some difficulty. The high-ranking officials
who heard him say this, knowing how close the apothecary was to the alienist,
understood the importance of the new adhesion and treated Crispim Soares with
the utmost affection; they told him that the barber would be back soon; His
Lordship had gone to Green House on important business, but he would be back
soon. They gave him a chair, refreshments, compliments; they told him that the
cause of the illustrious Porfírio was that of all patriots; to which the
apothecary repeated that yes, he had never thought anything else, and that he
would tell His Majesty.


 


CHAPTER IX - TWO BEAUTIFUL CASES


 


The alienist did not delay in receiving the barber; he
told him that he had no means of resisting, and was therefore ready to obey.
There was only one thing he asked, and that was not to force him to personally
witness the destruction of the Green House.


"Your Lordship is mistaken," said the barber
after a pause, "you are mistaken in attributing vandalistic intentions to
the government. Rightly or wrongly, opinion believes that most of the crazy
people in there are in their right mind, but the government recognizes that the
issue is purely scientific and doesn't think about solving scientific issues
with posturing... Furthermore, the Green House is a public institution; we
accept it from the hands of the dissolved Chamber. There must, however, be an
intermediate measure to restore peace to the public mind."


The alienist could hardly conceal his astonishment; he
confessed that he had expected something else, the razing of the asylum, his
arrest, banishment, anything but...


"Your Lordship's astonishment," the barber
said gravely, "comes from not paying attention to the government's grave
responsibility. The people, seized by a blind pity that gives them legitimate
indignation in such a case, can demand a certain order of acts from the
government; but the government, with the responsibility that falls to it, must
not carry them out, at least not in their entirety, and such is our situation.
The generous revolution that yesterday overthrew a vilified and corrupt House
of Representatives has loudly called for the Green House to be razed to the
ground. No. And if the government can't eliminate it, is it at least capable of
discriminating against it, of recognizing it? No, it's a matter of science.
Therefore, in such a delicate matter, the government cannot, must not, does not
want to dispense with Your Lordship's assistance. What you are asking is that
we give the people some satisfaction. Let's unite, and the people will know how
to obey. One of the acceptable measures, if Your Lordship doesn't indicate any
other, would be to have the sick who are almost cured removed from the Green
House, as well as minor maniacs, etc. In this way, without much danger, we will
show some tolerance and benignity."


"How many dead and wounded were there yesterday
in the conflict?" asked Simão Bacamarte after about three minutes.


The barber was astonished by the question, but
immediately replied that there were eleven dead and twenty-five wounded.


"Eleven dead and twenty-five wounded!"
repeated the alienist two or three times.


Then he said that he didn't think it was a good idea,
but that he was going to find something else, and in a few days he would give
him an answer. He asked him various questions about the events of the day
before, the attack, the defense, the adherence of the dragons, the resistance
of the City Council, etc., to which the barber answered with great abundance,
insisting above all on the discredit into which the City Council had fallen.
The barber confessed that the new government still didn't have the confidence
of the town's leaders, but the alienist could do a lot about it. The
government, the barber concluded, would be delighted if it could count on the
sympathy and benevolence of the highest spirit of Itaguaí, and certainly of the
kingdom. But none of this altered the noble and austere physiognomy of that
great man, who listened quietly, without fading or modesty, but as impassive as
a stone god.


"Eleven dead and twenty-five wounded,"
repeated the alienist after escorting the barber to the door. "These are
two beautiful cases of brain disease. This barber's symptoms of duplicity and
impudence are positive. As for the foolishness of those who acclaimed him, no
other proof is needed than the eleven dead and twenty-five wounded."


"Two beautiful cases!"


"Long live the illustrious Porfírio!"
shouted some thirty people who were waiting for the barber at the door.


The alienist peeked through the window and heard the
rest of a short speech the barber made to the thirty people cheering him on:


"...because I am jealous, you can be sure of
that, I am zealous for the execution of the will of the people. Trust me, and
everything will be done in the best way. I only recommend order. And order, my
friends, is the basis of government..."


"Long live the illustrious Porfírio!"
shouted the thirty voices, waving their hats.


"Two beautiful cases!" murmured the
alienist.


 


CHAPTER X - THE RESTORATION


 


Within five days, the alienist brought about fifty
supporters of the new government into the Green House. The people were
outraged. The government, stunned, didn't know how to react. João Pina, another
barber, was openly saying in the streets that Porfírio was “sold out to Simão
Bacamarte's gold,” a phrase that gathered around João Pina the most resolute
people in the town. Porfirio, seeing his old rival at the head of the
insurrection, realized that his loss was irremediable if he didn't strike a
major blow; he issued two decrees, one abolishing the Green House, the other
banishing the alienist. João Pina clearly showed, with great phrases, that
Porfirio's act was a simple device, a decoy that the people should not believe
in. Two hours later, Porfirio fell ignominiously and João Pina took on the
difficult task of government. As he found the minutes of the proclamation, the
presentation to the viceroy and other inaugural acts of the previous government
in his drawers, he hurried to have them copied and sent out; the chroniclers
add, and indeed it is implied, that he changed their names, and where the other
barber had spoken of a corrupt Chamber, this one spoke of “an intruder full of
bad French doctrines and contrary to the sacrosanct interests of His Majesty,”
etc.


A force sent by the viceroy entered the town and
restored order. The alienist immediately demanded the surrender of the barber
Porfírio, as well as that of some fifty-odd individuals, whom he declared
mentally ill; and not only did they give him these, but they also promised to
hand over another nineteen of the barber's henchmen, who were convalescing from
wounds sustained in the first rebellion.


This point in the Itaguaí crisis also marks the
maximum degree of Simão Bacamarte's influence. Everything he wanted was given
to him, and one of the most vivid proofs of the illustrious doctor's power can
be found in the readiness with which the councilors, restored to their seats,
consented to Sebastião Freitas also being taken to the asylum. The alienist,
knowing the extraordinary inconsistency of this councillor's opinions,
understood that it was a pathological case, and asked for it. The same thing happened
to the apothecary. As soon as the alienist was told of Crispim Soares'
momentary support for the Canjicas rebellion, he compared it to the approval he
had always received from him, even the day before, and had him captured.
Crispim Soares didn't deny the fact, but explained it by saying that he had
given in to a movement of terror when he saw the rebellion triumphant, and gave
as proof the absence of any other act on his part, adding that he had gone back
to bed sick. Simão Bacamarte didn't contradict him, but told those around him
that terror is also the father of madness, and that Crispim Soares' case seemed
to him to be one of the most typical.


But the most obvious proof of Simão Bacamarte's
influence was the docility with which the House handed over to him its
president. This dignified magistrate had declared, in full session, that he
wouldn't be satisfied with less than thirty almudes of blood to wash away the
Canjicas' affront; a word that reached the alienist's ears through the mouth of
the Town Clerk, who was enthusiastic about such energy. Simão Bacamarte began
by taking the secretary to the Green House, and from there he went to the House,
where he declared that the president was suffering from “bull dementia,” a
genre that he intended to study, with great advantage for the people. The House
hesitated at first, but eventually gave in.


From then on it was unbridled collection. A man
couldn't give birth to the simplest lie in the world, even those that benefit
the inventor or disseminator, without being thrown into the Green House.
Everything was madness. Those who practiced riddles, made charades and
anagrams, those who cursed, those who were curious about other people's lives,
those who put all their attention into the taffy shop, one or other of the inspector,
no one escaped the alienist's emissaries. He respected girlfriends and didn't
spare flirts, saying that the former gave in to a natural impulse and the
latter to a vice. If a man was avaricious or prodigal, he went to the Green
House in the same way; hence the claim that there was no rule for complete
mental sanity. Some chroniclers believe that Simão Bacamarte didn't always
proceed in a straightforward manner, and cite in support of this claim (which I
don't know if it can be accepted) the fact that he obtained from the City
Council an ordinance authorizing the wearing of a silver ring on the thumb of
the left hand for anyone who, without any other documentary or traditional
proof, declared that they had two or three ounces of Goth blood in their veins.
These chroniclers say that the secret purpose of the insinuation to the City
Council was to enrich a goldsmith, a friend and compadre of his; but, while it
is true that the goldsmith saw his business prosper after the new municipal
ordinance, it is no less true that this stance gave Green House a multitude of
tenants; therefore, the illustrious doctor's true purpose cannot be defined
without recklessness. As for the reason why all those who wore the ring were
captured and retired to the Green House, this is one of the most obscure points
in the history of Itaguaí; the most credible opinion is that they were rounded
up because they were gesticulating wildly in the streets, at home and in
church. No one is unaware that crazy people gesticulate a lot. In any case,
it's a simple conjecture; there's nothing positive.


"Where will this man end up?" said the local
leaders. "Ah, if only we had supported the Canjicas..."


One morning — when the town council was due to give a
big ball — the whole town was shaken by the news that the alienist's wife had
been put in the Green House. Nobody believed it; it must have been the
invention of some prankster. And it wasn't: it was the plain truth. Mrs.
Evarista had been taken in at two o'clock at night. Father Lopes ran to the
alienist and discreetly questioned him about the fact.


"I've suspected it for some time," said her
husband gravely. "The modesty with which she had lived in both marriages
could not be reconciled with the rage for silks, velvets, lace and precious
stones that she showed as soon as she returned from Rio de Janeiro. From then
on, I began to observe her. Her conversations were all about these objects; if
I spoke to her about the old courts, she would immediately inquire about the
shape of the ladies' dresses; if a lady visited her in my absence, before
telling me the object of the visit, she would describe the outfit to me,
approving some things and reproaching others. One day, I think Your Reverence
will remember, she proposed to make a dress for the statue of Our Lady of the
Matrix every year. These were all serious symptoms, but this evening, total
dementia set in. She had chosen, prepared and decorated the outfit she was
going to wear to the Town Hall Ball; she was only hesitating between a garnet
necklace and a sapphire one. The day before yesterday she asked me which one
she would wear; I told her that one or the other would suit her. Yesterday she
asked me again at lunchtime; shortly after dinner I found her quiet and
pensive.


"'What do you have?' I asked her.


"'I wanted to take the garnet necklace, but I
think the sapphire one is so beautiful!'


"'Well, take the sapphire one.'


"'Oh, but where's the garnet one?'


"Anyway, the afternoon passed with no news. We
had supper and went to bed. At night, an hour and a half later, I woke up and
didn't see her; I got up, went to the dressing room and found her standing in
front of the two necklaces, rehearsing them in the mirror, one or the other.
Her dementia was evident; I picked her up immediately."


Father Lopes wasn't satisfied with the answer, but he
didn't object. The alienist, however, understood and explained to him that Mrs.
Evarista's case was one of “mania sumptuaria” not incurable, and in any case
worthy of study.


"I expect to get her well in six weeks," he
concluded.


And the illustrious doctor's abnegation gave him great
prominence. Conjectures, inventions, suspicions, all fell to the ground as soon
as he had no doubt about taking his wife, whom he loved with all the strength
in his soul, to the Green House. No one else had the right to resist him -
least of all to attribute to him intentions that were alien to science.


He was a great austere man, Hippocrates lined with
Cato.


 


CHAPTER XI - THE AMAZEMENT OF ITAGUAÍ


 


And now let the reader prepare himself for the same
astonishment the town felt when it learned one day that the madmen of Green
House were all going to be thrown out.


"All of them?"


"All of them."


"It's impossible; some yes, but all..."


"All of them. This is what he said in the letter
he sent to the town council this morning."


In fact, the alienist had made a letter to the City
Council stating: — 1st: that he had verified from the statistics of the town
and the Green House that four-fifths of the population were retired in that
establishment; 2nd, that this population shift had led him to examine the
foundations of his theory of cerebral disorders, a theory that excluded from
the domain of reason all cases in which the balance of the faculties was not
perfect and absolute; 3° that this examination and the statistical fact had led
him to the conviction that the true doctrine was not that, but the opposite,
and therefore that the imbalance of the faculties should be accepted as normal
and exemplary, and as pathological hypotheses all the cases in which that
balance was uninterrupted; 4th, that in view of this, he declared to the City
Council that he was going to release the inmates of the Green House and house
in it the people who were in the conditions now described; 5th, that in trying
to discover the scientific truth, he would spare no effort whatsoever and
expected the City Council to be equally dedicated; 6th, that he would reimburse
the City Council and private individuals the sum of the stipend received for
housing the supposedly insane, minus the part actually spent on food, clothing,
etc. This was to be verified by the council in the books and chests of the
Green House.


The amazement of Itaguaí was great; the joy of the
inmates' relatives and friends was no less. Dinners, dances, luminaries, music,
everything was done to celebrate such a splendid event. I won't describe the
celebrations as they are not relevant to our purpose, but they were splendid,
touching and prolonged.


And so human things go! In the midst of the rejoicing
produced by Simão Bacamarte's office, no one warned about the final sentence of
§4, a sentence full of future experiences.


 


CHAPTER XII - THE END OF §4.


 


The lights went out, the families were reconstituted,
everything seemed to be back on track. Order reigned, the City Council once
again exercised its government without any external pressure; the president
himself and Councilman Freitas returned to their seats. The barber Porfírio,
taught by events, having “tasted everything,” as the poet said of Napoleon, and
more, because Napoleon didn't taste Green House, the barber thought that the
obscure glory of razors and scissors was preferable to the brilliant calamities
of power; he was, of course, prosecuted; but the town's population begged His
Majesty's clemency; hence the pardon. João Pina was acquitted on the grounds
that he had defeated a rebel. The chroniclers believe that this is the origin
of our adage: “A thief who steals from a thief is pardoned for a hundred years”
— an immoral adage, true, but a very useful one.


Not only were there no more complaints against the
alienist, but there was also no resentment of the actions he had carried out;
what's more, the inmates of the Green House, since he had declared them to be
fully upright, felt filled with deep gratitude and fervent enthusiasm. Many
felt that the alienist deserved special recognition and gave him a ball, which
was followed by other balls and dinners. The chronicles say that D. Evarista at
first had thoughts of separating from her consort, but the pain of losing the
company of such a great man overcame any resentment of self-love, and the
couple became even happier than before.


The friendship between the alienist and the apothecary
was no less close. The latter concluded from Simão Bacamarte's office that
prudence is the first virtue in times of revolution and greatly appreciated the
magnanimity of the alienist who, when he gave him his freedom, extended his
hand as an old friend.


"You're a great man," he said to his wife,
referring to that circumstance.


There's no need to talk about the saddler, Costa,
Coelho, Martim Brito and others, specially named in this writing; it's enough
to say that they were able to exercise their previous habits freely. Martim
Brito himself, imprisoned for a speech in which he had emphatically praised D.
Evarista, has now made another in honor of the illustrious doctor “whose very
high genius, raising his wings far above the sun, has left all the other
spirits of the earth below him.”


"I thank you for your words," the alienist
replied, "and I still don't regret having restored him to freedom."


Meanwhile, the House of Representatives, which had
responded to Simão Bacamarte's letter with the proviso that it would enact a
law on the end of paragraph 4 in due course, finally tried to legislate on it.
Without debate, a position was adopted authorizing the alienist to house in the
Green House people who were in perfect balance in their mental faculties. And
because the House's experience had been painful, it established the clause that
the authorization was provisional, limited to one year, for the purpose of
experimenting with the new psychological theory, and the House could, even
before that deadline, order the closure of the Green House, if it was advised
to do so for reasons of public order. Councilor Freitas also proposed a
declaration that in no case should councilors be taken to the asylum for the
alienated: a clause that was accepted, voted on and included in the ordinance,
despite the complaints of Councilor Galvão. This magistrate's main argument was
that the City Council, legislating on a scientific experiment, could not
exclude its members from the consequences of the law; the exception was odious
and ridiculous. As soon as he had said these two words, the councilors broke
into loud shouts against his colleague's audacity and foolishness, but he
listened to them and limited himself to saying that he was voting against the
exception.


"Councilorship," he concluded, "does
not give us any special power, nor does it eliminate us from the human
spirit."


Simão Bacamarte accepted this stance with all due
respect. As for the exclusion of the councilors, he declared that he would feel
deeply if he were forced to take them to the Green House; the clause, however,
was the best proof that they did not suffer from a perfect balance of mental
faculties. The same was not true of Councilor Galvão, whose correctness in
objecting and whose moderation in responding to his colleagues' invectives
showed that he had a well-organized brain, and so he begged the council to hand
him over. The House, still feeling aggravated by the actions of Councilor
Galvão, accepted the alienist's request and voted unanimously to hand him over.


It is understandable that, according to the new
theory, a fact or a saying was not enough to send someone to the Green House;
it required a long examination, a vast inquiry into the past and the present.
Father Lopes, for example, was only captured thirty days after his arrest, and
the apothecary's wife forty days later. This lady's reclusion filled his
consort with indignation. Crispim Soares left the house foaming with anger,
declaring to everyone he met that he was going to tear the tyrant's ears off.
One of the alienist's opponents, hearing this news in the street, forgot his
reasons for dissenting and ran to Simão Bacamarte's house to tell him of the
danger he was in. Simão Bacamarte was grateful for his adversary's behavior,
and a few minutes were enough for him to get to know the rectitude of his
feelings, his good faith, his human respect, his generosity; he shook his hands
and took him back to the Green House.


"A case like this is rare," he said to the
astonished woman. "Now let's wait for our Crispim."


Crispim Soares entered. The apothecary hadn't torn the
alienist's ears off. He consoled his patient, assuring him that it wasn't a
hopeless case; perhaps the woman had some brain damage; he was going to examine
her very carefully; but before that, he couldn't leave her in the street. And
when he thought it would be advantageous to bring them together, because the
husband's cunning and trickery could in some way cure the moral beauty he had
discovered in his wife, Simon Bacamarte said:


"You will work at the apothecary during the day,
but you will have lunch and dinner with your wife, and you will spend your
evenings, Sundays and holy days here."


The proposal put the poor apothecary in the position
of Buridan's donkey. He wanted to live with his wife, but he feared going back
to Green House; and he struggled for some time, until Mrs. Evarista got him out
of his difficulty, promising that she would take care of seeing her friend and
pass on the messages from one to the other. Crispim Soares kissed her hands
gratefully. This last act of pusillanimous selfishness seemed sublime to the
alienist.


After five months, some eighteen people had been
housed; but Simão Bacamarte didn't let up; he went from street to street, from
house to house, peering, questioning, studying; and when he picked up a sick
person, he took him away with the same joy with which he had once collected
them by the dozen. This very disproportion confirmed the new theory; the true
pathology of the brain had finally been found. One day, he managed to get the
outside judge into the Green House, but he did so with such scrupulousness that
he didn't do it until he had thoroughly studied all his actions and questioned
the town's leaders. More than once he was on the verge of picking up perfectly
unbalanced people; this was the case with a lawyer, in whom he recognized such
a set of moral and mental qualities that it was dangerous to leave him on the
street. He had him arrested, but the officer, suspicious, asked him to do an
experiment; he went to a friend who was being sued for a forged will, and gave
him the advice to take Salustiano as his lawyer; that was the name of the
person in question.


"So you think...?"


"Undoubtedly: go, confess everything, the whole
truth, whatever it may be, and entrust him with the case."


The man went to the lawyer, confessed to forging the
will, and ended up asking him to take over the case. The lawyer didn't refuse;
he studied the papers, argued at length, and proved by all accounts that the
will was more than true. The judge solemnly proclaimed the defendant's
innocence and the inheritance passed into his hands. The distinguished
jurisconsult owed his freedom to this experience, but nothing escapes an
original and penetrating spirit. Simão Bacamarte, who had been noticing the
zeal, wit, patience and moderation of this agent for some time, recognized the
skill and acumen with which he had carried out such a delicate and complicated
experiment, and decided to take him immediately to the Green House; however, he
gave him one of the best cubicles.


The alienated were housed in classes. There was a
gallery of the modest, that is, the insane in whom moral perfection
predominated; another of the tolerant, another of the truthful, another of the
simple, another of the loyal, another of the magnanimous, another of the
shrewd, another of the sincere, etc. Naturally, the families and friends of the
inmates cried out against the theory, and some tried to force the council to
revoke the license. However, the City Council had not forgotten the language of
Councilor Galvão, and if it revoked the license, it would see him out on the
street and returned to his place; so it refused. Simão Bacamarte sent an
official letter to the councilors, not thanking them, but congratulating them
on this act of personal revenge.


Disillusioned with legality, some of the town's
leaders secretly turned to the barber Porfírio and assured him of their support
in terms of people, money and influence at court, if he were to lead another
movement against the town council and the alienist. The barber replied that he
wouldn't; that ambition had led him to break the law the first time, but that
he had made amends, recognizing his own error and the lack of consistency in
the opinion of his followers; that the House had decided to authorize the
alienist's new experiment for a year: it was up to him either to wait until the
end of the period, or to petition the viceroy if the House rejected the
request. He would never advise the use of a resource that he had seen fail in
his hands, and that at the cost of deaths and injuries that would be his
eternal regret.


"What are you telling me?" asked the
alienist when a secret agent told him about the barber's conversation with the
village leaders.


Two days later, the barber was taken to the Green
House.


"Arrested for having a dog, arrested for not
having a dog!" exclaimed the unfortunate man.


When the deadline arrived, the town council authorized
an extra six months to test the therapeutic means. The outcome of this episode
in the chronicle of Itaguai is so unexpected that it deserves no less than ten
chapters of exposition; but I'll content myself with one, which will be the end
of the narrative, and one of the most beautiful examples of scientific
conviction and human self-sacrifice.


 


CHAPTER XIII - PLUS ULTRA!


 


It was time for therapeutics. Simão Bacamarte, active
and shrewd in discovering the sick, went even further in the diligence and
penetration with which he began to treat them. On this point, all the
chroniclers are in complete agreement: the illustrious alienist carried out
astonishing cures, which aroused the liveliest admiration in Itaguaí.


Indeed, it was hard to imagine a more rational
therapeutic system. With the madmen divided into classes, according to the
moral perfection that exceeded the others in each of them, Simão Bacamarte took
care to attack the predominant quality head-on. Let's suppose a modest one. He
would apply the medication that could instill in him the opposite sentiment;
and he wouldn't go straight to the maximum doses — he would graduate them
according to the condition, age, temperament and social position of the sick
person. Sometimes a coat, a ribbon, a wig, a cane were enough to bring the
alienated person back to his senses; in other cases, the illness was more
rebellious; he would then resort to shiny rings, honorary distinctions, etc.
There was one patient, a poet, who resisted everything. Simão Bacamarte was
beginning to despair of being cured, when he had the idea of sending out a
rumor mill to proclaim him a rival to Garção and Píndaro.


"It was a holy remedy," the unfortunate
man's mother told a close friend, "it was a holy remedy."


Another patient, also modest, opposed the same
rebellion to the medication; but since he wasn't a writer (he could barely sign
his name), the nunchaku remedy couldn't be applied to him. Simão Bacamarte
remembered to ask him for the position of secretary of the Academia dos
Encobertos, established in Itaguaí. The posts of president and secretary were
royal appointments, by special grace of the late King Dom João V, and implied
the treatment of Excellency and the wearing of a gold plate on the hat. The Lisbon
government refused the diploma; but, representing the alienist who was not
asking for it as an honorary award or legitimate distinction, but only as a
therapeutic means for a difficult case, the government exceptionally gave in to
the plea; and even then it didn't do so without the extraordinary effort of the
Minister of the Navy and Overseas Territories, who happened to be the
alienist's cousin. It was another holy remedy.


"It really is admirable!" people were saying
in the streets, when they saw the two ex-demented men's healthy, unruffled
expressions.


Such was the system. You can imagine the rest. Each
moral or mental beauty was attacked at the point where perfection seemed most
solid; and the effect was certain. It wasn't always right. There were cases in
which the predominant quality resisted everything; then the alienist attacked
another part, applying to therapy the method of military strategy, which takes
a fortress from one point if it cannot be reached from another.


At the end of five and a half months, the Green House
was empty; everyone was cured! Councilor Galvão, so cruelly afflicted with
moderation and equity, had the good fortune to lose an uncle; I say good
fortune, because the uncle left an ambiguous will, and he got a good
interpretation by corrupting the judges and blurring the other heirs. The alienist's
sincerity showed in this move; he naively confessed that he had no part in the
cure: it was simply nature's vis medicatrix. It wasn't the same with Father
Lopes. As the alienist knew that he was perfectly ignorant of Hebrew and Greek,
he commissioned him to make a critical analysis of the Seventy's version; the
priest accepted the task and did it in good time; after two months he had a
book and freedom. As for the apothecary's lady, she didn't stay long in her
cell, where she received no shortage of affection.


"Why doesn't Crispim come and visit me?" she
said every day.


She was told one thing or another, but in the end she
was told the whole truth. The worthy matron couldn't contain her indignation
and shame. In her outbursts of anger, she came out with loose, vague
expressions like these:


"Trickster!... rogue!... ungrateful!... A
scoundrel who has made houses out of fake and rotten ointments... Ah!
rascal!..."


Simão Bacamarte warned that, even if the accusation
contained in these words wasn't true, they were enough to show that the
excellent lady had finally been restored to the perfect imbalance of her
faculties; and he promptly discharged her.


Now, if you imagine that the alienist was overjoyed to
see the last guest leave the Green House, you are showing that you still don't
know our man. Plus ultra! was his motto. It wasn't enough for him to have
discovered the true theory of madness; he wasn't satisfied with having
established the reign of reason in Itaguaí. Plus ultra! He wasn't happy, he was
worried, cogitative; something told him that the new theory had, in itself,
another, brand new theory.


"Let's see," he thought, "let's see if
I've finally arrived at the ultimate truth."


He was saying this, walking around the vast room,
where the richest library in His Majesty's overseas domains shone. A wide
damask robe, tied at the waist by a silk cord, with gold tassels (a gift from a
university) wrapped around the illustrious alienist's majestic and austere
body. His hair covered an extensive and noble bald head acquired in the daily
musings of science. His feet, not slender and feminine, not large and pansy,
but proportionate to his figure, were protected by a pair of shoes whose buckles
were nothing more than simple and modest brass. Look at the difference: he only
noticed luxury in what was of scientific origin; what came from him bore the
color of moderation and simplicity, virtues so suited to the person of a sage.


That was how he went, the great alienist, from one end
of the vast library to the other, wrapped up in himself, alien to everything
other than the dark problem of cerebral pathology. Suddenly, he stopped.
Standing in front of a window, with his left elbow resting on his open right
hand and his chin on his closed left hand, he asked himself:


"But were they really crazy, and were they cured
by me, or was what seemed like a cure nothing more than the discovery of the
perfect imbalance of the brain?"


And digging down, here's the result he arrived at: the
well-organized brains he had just cured were just as unbalanced as the others.
Yes, he said to himself, I can't claim to have instilled a new feeling or
faculty in them; both existed in a latent state, but they did exist.


When he came to this conclusion, the illustrious
alienist had two opposite sensations, one of joy and the other of gloom. The
joyful one was at seeing that, after long and patient investigations, constant
work, and a huge struggle with the people, he could affirm this truth: there
were no madmen in Itaguaí; Itaguaí didn't have a single mentally ill person.
But as soon as this idea had refreshed his soul, another appeared that
neutralized the first effect: the idea of doubt. Why! Itaguaí didn't have a single
concerted brain? Wouldn't such an absolute conclusion be erroneous for that
very reason, and wouldn't it destroy the vast and majestic edifice of the new
psychological doctrine?


The affliction of the egregious Simão Bacamarte is
defined by the chroniclers of Itaguai as one of the most fearsome moral storms
that have descended on man. But storms only terrify the weak; the strong
stiffen up against them and stare at the thunder. Twenty minutes later, a soft
glow lit up the alienist's face.


"Yes, that must be it," he thought.


That's it. Simão Bacamarte found in himself the
characteristics of perfect mental and moral balance; it seemed to him that he
possessed wit, patience, perseverance, tolerance, truthfulness, moral vigor,
loyalty, all the qualities that can make up a finished mentalist. He doubted it
straight away, of course, and even concluded that it was an illusion; but,
being a prudent man, he decided to call in a council of friends, whom he
questioned frankly. The opinion was affirmative.


"No defects?"


"None," said the assembly in chorus.


"No vice?"


"Nothing."


"Everything perfect?"


"Everything."


"No, impossible," shouted the alienist.
"I'm saying that I don't feel that superiority in myself that I've just
seen defined so magnificently. It's sympathy that makes you talk. I've studied
myself and I find nothing to justify the excesses of your kindness."


The assembly insisted, the alienist resisted; finally
Father Lopes explained everything with this concept worthy of an observer:


"Do you know why you don't see your high
qualities, which we all admire? It's because you still have one quality that
highlights the others: modesty."


It was decisive. Simão Bacamarte bowed his head, both
happy and sad, and even more happy than sad. He then went back to the Green
House. In vain did his wife and friends tell him to stay, that he was perfectly
healthy and balanced: neither pleas nor suggestions nor tears stopped him for a
single moment.


"The question is scientific," he said,
"it's a new doctrine, the first example of which is me. I bring theory and
practice together in myself."


"Simão! Simão! My love!" his wife said, her
face bathed in tears.


But the illustrious doctor, his eyes alight with
scientific conviction, closed his ears to his wife's longing and softly turned
her away. Once the door to the Green House was closed, he gave himself over to
studying and healing himself. Chroniclers say that he died seventeen months
later, in the same state he had entered, without having been able to achieve
anything. Some go so far as to conjecture that there had never been another
madman in Itaguaí apart from him, but this opinion, based on a rumor that had
been circulating since the alienist's death, has no proof other than the rumor;
and a dubious rumor at that, since it was attributed to Father Lopes, who had
so strongly emphasized the qualities of the great man. In any case, the funeral
took place with great pomp and rare solemnity.
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