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Foreword
DRAWBRIDGES
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A man of great counsel, the only one I’ve known to grasp the whole nexus of communication lines best tracked along the most ancient trails, commonly leading to dead ends these days, but which, for him, retained their attraction and their promise, such a presence was Pierre Mabille, and still is now, judging by the light emanating from him. A scout in the full sense of the word, among the most active of medical practitioners, and, as such, a participant in the most advanced scientific 
research, his speculative field, far from being reduced only to what science 
revealed to him, never ceased to embrace at the same time the whole of esoteric 
thought, about which, above and beyond his very brilliant medical and surgical 
studies, he educated himself. These ideas, their traditional nature, would 
attest to him alone that they harbored a “soul of truth,” and, as passionate 
about truth as he was, one would find him totally immersed in them at the most 
profound depths. Thus, it was within him that the quarrel between the ancients 
and the moderns worked toward its resolution, not without clashes and occasional 
uncertainties, which had great human resonance and resulted in his own distinct 
ways of moving, leading, in large part, to his peculiar charm. For all the 
incidental details of his life, for all the quick decisions—such as medical 
operations require—no one knew better how to replicate daydream’s great soaring 
flights, in the evening, while he spoke, rallying together more and more remote points of hermetic philosophy and with each one, regaining vigor. There are few looks that have pleased me as much as his, and for me, his physical disappearance has not diminished this in the least.
I see us again, he and I, in 1934, as if it were yesterday, working out the meaning of our respective roles in Minotaure, and again now as then, I feel the fire he brought to bear there, beginning with his own, a “Preface to the Praise of Popular Prejudices,”1 which constituted a profession of faith (a bit clumsy, but all the more moving for it: he still signed it “Doctor Pierre Mabille”). This paper centered around his research into physical and psychological morphology, which would remain his primary focus, and which he had every reason to think of as supporting surrealism.2 At that time and place, one of the most important encounters I have ever had took place, a determining encounter, I think I am able to say, for both of us, and one in which our mutual confidence was sealed without the least possibility of retraction.
Two years would pass before he would unveil publicly, in Minotaure number 8,3 any of his sources, and that was in his “Notes on Symbolism,” which, with the magazine’s perspective in mind, he illustrated with reproductions of Théodore de Bry’s superb engravings that originally illustrated Michel Maier’s Atalanta Fugiens (1618). Rigorously adapted to their alchemical context, these plates, in and of themselves—that is to say, considered independently—offer the most decisive touchstone to the evaluation, as much in the timeless figurative art as in what today boasts of promoting new “signs,” of all that is supposed to leap into the unknown and seize upon the mystery. From Pierre Mabille’s text, which these images support, his two main preoccupations become clear: first, his desire to establish that, contrary to current opinion, the symbol belongs to external reality, and is linked organically with the object, the functioning of the human mind being entirely dependent on symbolic representation thus conceived, and second, his suggestion that certain human groups, with a shared allegiance, can constitute a dynamic whole capable of subduing external forces.4
Allow me a moment of subjectivity here: I couldn’t forgive myself if it appears that I have forgotten that completely cheerful being whom he knew how to portray, the expressive ease of his gestures under all circumstances, his incredibly warm presence, the comfort that I drew from him so many times. With the same beautiful hands that brought her into the world, I see him the very next day, tracing out for me on paper my daughter’s birth chart “to the nearest minute,” and I again hear his discourse on this subtle method—multidialectic and artless—of prediction. Totally agreeing that in our day, astrology hardly survives against traditional memory, which is rarely sufficient for legitimizing it, his intention was to retain the symbolic sense of the ancient language. He also deemed the astrological method itself fertile, the principle on which it was based worth retaining for its simple hypothesis. On those darker days when I had to take recourse to his office for matters of health, the care he provided, far from being limited to physical needs, extended to the moral, because of that rare gift he had for restoring serenity. This power he drew from his conviction that “spirituality is stronger than material forces,” should they be opposed, and that “consequently, the transformation of these latter into moral possibilities” was the final human end.5 This art “of rising instead of descending”—which conforms not even to the slightest demand in poetry—he indicated several times he owed to alchemy, throughout which this schema is inscribed like a watermark. Considering this in the light of his resilient good humor, the wonder was that the debt I contracted, always growing larger as the days passed, weighed him down no more than an armful of wildflowers.
The long, sensitive exchanges, which our then frequent discussions permitted, perhaps do not give the complete measure of his personality. That would require the whole network of circumstances that the armistice, signed in June 1940, decided. Demobilized in the “French zone” and then stripped of all means of existence, I thought first of seeking asylum wherever he was. That was in Salon-de-Provence, and I rejoined him there. He welcomed me with opened arms and we did not leave each other’s side for several months. In these extremely troubled times when no one could know for sure how the dice would fall, when deception and impudence were the official currency, when the future could tolerate only the shortest intervals of sunlight, Pierre Mabille was still the best conspirator and the most adept at safeguarding, at shelving away, whatever would keep of what was most sacred to the rights of the spirit. Few people possessed, and even fewer at that time, a mind such as his which drew upon the work of the medieval seekers for its life force. Few could be as articulate as he was when he knew he had someone’s ear, nor as naturally receptive and mobile, which, in the face of current events, he opposed to oppression and spinelessness.
Always faithful to his anthropological vocation, he remained one for whom the terms solve and coagule ceased to be dead language, absorption and expenditure, to act and to suffer. In both the specific and the general, he recognized and rejuvenated once and for all the six constraints or primal tendencies ascribable to existence. In this way, he assured himself that no external constraints could prevail against them. But one of his most endearing traits was that he was also a man of great conjecture. How many times, under the trees at a café in Salon—in Salon, where Nostradamus lies buried—did I see him grappling with the enigma of the Centuries, which he continued to debate with Pierre Piobb, his late teacher, as if the latter were still in this world. It’s impossible to exaggerate the role of Pierre Piobb—who was the first translator of the general astrology and geomancy tracts of Robert Fludd—in Pierre Mabille’s spiritual development. In this regard, it is of great importance to refer to his works, among others, The Secret of Nostradamus, and the admirable Venus,6 which, in his collection of the Mysteries, is followed by only one Hecate,7 awakened from a half-century sleep. All I can do here is offer a glimpse of Pierre Mabille’s part in that discursive kind of thinking based upon the most solid knowledge and a taste for examining things with one’s antennae.
It is especially to this last tendency that I wanted to pay homage when I dedicated to him my poem, “Pleine marge,” which I began at the end of our stay in Salon and finished in Martigues, always in his light. We were camped then in a sort of hazy territory, which he brightened with his very ingenious solutions to shortages and his witticisms. And yet it was there that the news reached us—for me, like a horrible, fateful blow—of Leon Trotsky’s assassination. Having experienced deeply the hopes that October’s revolution had given birth to and having followed its demise step by step, certainly he took full measure of what had suddenly exploded, how desperately unjust it was, offering no hope of recourse on the human scale. But he did so without collapsing, as I did, into sobs. There again, at the end of that day, I discovered how, as if by the soaring of his mind, he alone knew how to look toward the large, although always with absolute regard for my pain.
As we both spent time away from France, some years would separate us before we met up again in Haiti, where he had sent for me. I’ll skip over the incidents that marked the beginning of my trip because, to my great unhappiness, they were to have unfortunate repercussions on his activities as the cultural attaché in Port-au-Prince, jeopardizing a mission that was close to his heart, that of founding and organizing the Institut Français in this city. Even though he was justified in attributing the chance responsibility for his disgrace to me, he was, once more, generous enough to bear me no grudge and to see to it that our relationship was not affected by it in the least. It was still very early and, as was true every morning, his schedule for operations at the hospital was full. As if guided by radar, his car charged through the suburbs, barely dispersing the continually moving, solid human masses, which immediately reformed behind him like mercury. The incredible deftness of his driving made itself evident to me once again, testifying to his perfect self-control on the level of practical action. Which again I saw during an hour of relaxation at the beach, when he reemerged dripping wet, laden with red and pink coral which he had brought up from the water’s depths. Because I know no other person who would give himself over so avidly, with so much fervor, to the spectacle of nature. That this fell within his share of total knowledge was because he made it his own and his one ambition to justify according to his own methods a resolutely monistic view of the world. According to this view, not only, in fact, must the separation between mind and matter be rejected, but also the human being can only conceive of itself as a microcosm called upon to advance its knowledge by interrogating the laws that regulate—itself included—the entire universe.
For whoever holds such a conviction and constantly maintains himself at that level—and that was the case with Pierre Mabille—great spaces open, which Hölder in and Nerval had discovered in their time, and where each, for himself, can advance no further except silently. Mabille has alluded to this “ word of light” which must somewhere be preserved.8 At the end of the present work, where he tackles the mystery of love, it is as if he puts his finger to his lips: “Beyond this threshold, not a word...” because it is absolutely incontestable that he was also a man of great secrecy. This aspect coincides with the image that, perhaps more precisely than all the others, I retain of him. As slowly as possible he paddles, facing me, among the reeds in a lake, as if there could be nothing more mysterious or more beautiful (it seems to me that, without knowing it, Max Ernst expressed this in a canvas accurately entitled Eye of Silence). We had gone there between three and four in the morning, the crescent moon still very bright and, at this latitude, in the position of a horizontal boat, which always surprised me. The trick was to enter cautiously enough not to arouse their suspicions, to be able to witness a great variety of large birds as they awakened. A bit later I saw there again, rising from every side, white egrets. I could not deny that only one vision of the world, Pierre Mabille’s vision, had been able to reveal to me this burst of flight.
Not a page has been turned, and nevertheless, the scenery has changed. The sky is furiously swept aside, drained of its blue. It pulls in opposite directions toward shades of acid and smoky black as in the “heavy” paintings of Hector Hyppolite. In the low light, the further we advance, the more the gray bayahonde bushes loom up, closing in on us in their disquieting way, which Jacques Roumain could not avoid being haunted by in his beautiful book Governor of the Dew. These bushes are all the more impenetrable because, the closer we approach to our destination, the more intensely the bewitching reverberations of tomtoms seem to condense in them. Pierre Mabille leads me toward one of those houmforts, or voodoo temples, where in a little while, more or less clandestinely, a ceremony is going to take place—and this will be repeated about eight times during my stay on the island. The complexity of the voodoo ritual is so great that, without recourse to specialized works,9 one can only formulate a poor idea of it; and to try to shed some light on it here would be, in my eyes, to profane it. Besides, I have a completely different purpose: to show what I valued most in witnessing these authentic ceremonies (from which, in general, Whites were excluded). And that remains the extent to which Pierre Mabille’s friendship was all that was required to spontaneously grant me all the privileges he had earned. He was always received with great consideration by the houngan or the mambo who would preside over the ritual and who conducted him first toward the pé, that is, the alter stone, where, using his hands, he would mime the sacred acts. The pathos of the voodoo ceremony has left such a lasting impression that I cannot claim to be able to extricate its generative spirit from the persistent vapors of rum and blood, or to assess its real significance. What the ceremonies offered me was the chance to immerse myself in their atmosphere, to open myself to the flood of primal forces that they awakened. If I often discussed them with Pierre Mabille, whose knowledge in this regard ran much deeper than mine, I’m sure, it was nearly always indirectly, in this case from the angle of “being possessed,” something about which we both knew (from the Salpêtrière hospital) through clinical antecedents. In view of the syncretism culminating in the voodoo cult, we spent much time wondering out loud together about the “style” of these possessions, doubting that they were entirely African imports. We were both inclined to find traces of mesmerism there, which was rendered plausible—and perfectly fascinating—by the fact that in 1772, accompanied by a Black with “psychic powers,” Martinez de Pasqually, in my opinion one of the most enigmatic and captivating of figures, debarked at Santa Domingo. He was to endow the island with a “Sovereign Tribunal,” found a lodge in Port-au-Prince, another one in Léogane, and bring his Statut de l’Ordre des Elus Cohens into its final, definitive form before dying there in 1774. We would never give up following up those tidbits of information we heard that might lead us to the exact spot where he was buried, still a mystery, and who knows, perhaps even let us lift the phosphorescent veil that kept it hidden.10
However I benefited from these exchanges, which most often took place in the evening, under the shade trees of a terrace in the residential quarter of Pétionville, where two intrepid lizards encircled the foot of the lamp as soon as it went on, what I found most satisfying about Pierre Mabille’s company then was exactly what I valued when he slid open the door of the houmfort: his ability, beyond all barriers of rank, origin, and culture, to be on equal footing with ethnic groups so fundamentally different from his own, to empathize immediately with their aspirations, and to know how to profit from letting them contribute to his own inner growth and perfection. And therein lies perhaps his most distinctive trait: he was a man of great human kinships, par excellence. And what is more, his final message was, unconditionally, to extol them.
If, as some see it, Pierre Mabille’s objective was “to achieve a synthetic comprehension of the world and to bring humans back into this knowledge,” it goes without saying that, on the other hand, he never sacrificed to it the contributions of the most advanced psychological analysis. Not only did Freud and Piaget always very precisely inform his thinking, but again, no one went further than he did in emphasizing the weaknesses of the “projective techniques” as used in psychological exploration, to which he believed it was nonetheless necessary to devote himself. As he proved himself to be concerned above all with balance, one would expect him to require that experimental psychology be founded on solid biological knowledge and rigorous practices of observation. Here again, this is not an abstraction for me but what I saw with my own eyes as he drew the pieces of some sort of child’s construction game from a box and placed them all upon the table from which our dinner had just been cleared away (the game, I learned afterward, he had meticulously perfected himself). “Make your village,” he said to me. Because of the succinctness of the phrase and his irrefutable expression, my departure was now out of the question. The scarcity of pieces that would make that task easy only emphasized the overabundance of those one could gladly do without, which lent themselves more or less badly to serving as substitutes. I left, sufficiently humbled by this test. To compensate, Pierre Mabille, with his usual simplicity and vivaciousness, revealed to me its rationale.11 Far from concerning himself with exploiting the fundamental corrections that he had made to his data by subjecting it to long personal experimentation, or with the discoveries that this experiment had already revealed, he showed himself to be lying in wait for whatever else awaited him, to the point of wanting to make me a partner in his subsequent research in this direction. Here again, what I hope to make understood is how exemplary and exceptional his attitude was for our time. He himself said that he had reembraced one of the most thoroughly abandoned ideas, that of the “realists” of the Middle Ages, for whom “no fundamental difference exists between the elements of thought and the phenomena of the world.” He denounced the growing conflict between human needs on the one side, and, on the other, the state of the sciences, which had ceased to nurture human inner transformation. It was exactly through the rehabilitation and exaltation of values of the heart that he expected human understanding to be set right again.
It was ten years ago that, without warning for either his friends or himself, Pierre Mabille left us. Ten years—about the time it takes for a mind as expansive as his to pit itself against the darkness and reemerge from it—for his message to settle out and gain both clarity and the power to reach those who have not yet heard it. While waiting for critical studies covering the whole of his work—and no studies could be more fruitful—there is no greater imperative than the reissue of Mirror of the Marvelous. Indeed, there the reader finds himself at the very source of Pierre Mabille’s radiance, and, I will permit myself to add, facing one of those monumental works that to leave unread would be to renounce, once and for all, any hope of comprehending the surrealist spirit. Completed in close collaboration with those who claim that spirit, it brings to bear considerable resources which were Mabille’s alone. Who else, to the extent that he dared, and risking such asymmetry, could merge the accents of certain modern poetry with those of the texts we classify as “sacred”? That task required precisely the freedom and capacity for flight conferred only upon a master of so many diverse disciplines.
Mirror of the Marvelous... let there be no doubt that Pierre Mabille weighed—in gold dust—the two terms in this title. The marvelous, nothing defines this better than setting it in opposition to “the fantastic,” which, unfortunately, our contemporaries tend more and more to use as its replacement. The problem is that the fantastic nearly always falls under the order of inconsequential fiction, while the marvelous illuminates the furthest extremity of vital movement and engages the entire emotional realm. As to mirror, he lets us know that, if it is possible to find a comparison for our minds there, we must admit that “its silvering consists of the red flow of desire.”12
André Breton
Paris, May 1962
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INTRODUCTION
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Perhaps what the reader is looking for here is a nice collection of stories with all the charm of those pressed 
flower arrangements young girls used to love to make. Between the pages of gray blotting paper, the colored petals of some long ago spring slowly faded, while their scent remained, despite the passing years. They were chosen for their rarity, of course; however, the memory of a day of intoxicating freedom, of rambling and dreaming, was not an uncommon reason for preserving them. Such books, tenderhearted confessions, in which natural treasures testify to the movements of the heart, possess great value. And a collection of ancient stories could have the same evocative power. It could feel like a wood 
fire in a big, cold house in autumn on the moors. It could suggest the deeply moving forms that trees design on the night of the 
first quarter moon, the mirages that appear on ponds in full sunlight. Shivers of exquisite terror could be mixed with the sensual desire for some undefined happiness.
Although I love to abandon myself to the charm of such accounts and to feel them echoing through me, I have decided to take this work in an entirely different direction. I want it to be a collection of maps, going from the map of passionate feelings to the celestial planisphere, by way of the diagrams left by pirates to show the location of their buried treasure.
These admittedly enigmatic plans lie like a grid over the routes used by tourists and officials. They permit the discovery of a mysterious castle, not far from the well-traveled paths, hidden by undergrowth and thickets. If, for practical reasons, most people declare that they want to follow the official route, guided by the reassuring sight of milestone markers, we will acknowledge with regret that, for the majority, this seems to be their inescapable fate.
No one lives in the castle now. Nevertheless, the crowd gathered there indicates that this is the center of life. I gain access toward the middle of the summer, at noon, when the cicadas’ shrill breathing filters through everything. The garden, grown wild, cultivates nothing but scents. It’s the domain of insects and birds. Giant butterflies, which seem like transitory forms of enchanted genies, frolic about, guarded by praying mantises.
I hope that the reader doesn’t expect me to show him around like a museum guide or a rental agent, clutching a chain of carefully labeled keys. But neither should he imagine attempting some dangerous breakin. Those eager to plunder report scanty spoils. Sacking the place, they seize the costume jewelry and don’t see the diamonds lying in plain view on the tables.
Access to the marvelous remains hidden by too many misinterpretations. And why, after defending itself against indifferent wanderers or unwanted thieves, should it welcome roaming ghosts, mounting the thick walls as they please? Far from abandoning the body and condemning it as so much annoying weight, we will demand true testimony from our heightened senses. Since we have decided never to separate the dream from the conscious act, it won’t be possible to hear our words as simple, allegorical tales.
At the determined hour, the door, up till then hopelessly sealed, opens, welcoming us because we haven’t given up hope. This hour marks the consent of things to the will of humans. It indicates an extraordinary harmony between the beating of the heart and the rhythm of the stars. Each makes her way toward the place where she is led by her predisposition and the diligent course of her past thoughts. May every step be so fruitful! May the noble passion with which the conquest begins not abandon a single one of the visitors!
Stepping over the threshold, we find everything in place. A good many instructions await us which can bring the sleeping building back to life. Some papers have been burned despite the haste. Our instructions tell us to sort through the others, which have collected in the library. The library contains many ancient books, and a few more recent ones; all languages are represented. Some of them aren’t even written in words, but in signs representing monuments that people have constructed over the course of centuries. Through various means of expression and appearing in many versions, a limited number of essential themes becomes obvious.
Most of the works describe in detail ways into the castle, which is paradoxical since it’s only possible to read them after having already gone through ordeals and succeeded in penetrating the castle walls. Still, it’s true that one can only really benefit by hearing what one already knows and has totally recreated through personal experience. After having given it much thought, I understand how the variety of these accounts is far from useless. People need to know that others before them, using different means, have reached the same end. The diverse paths leading to knowledge are no less interesting. Knowledge cannot be “abstracted” from the means used to acquire it. Doesn’t a theory of mechanics have a different value for the one who makes the difficult discovery oneself and for the student who learns it from a book, for the one who considers it on paper, and for the one who sees its enactment in a moving body?
I understand that with changing circumstances, with historical developments, the same truths, the same fundamental assertions must find specific expression. Guests only for a moment ourselves in the mysterious castle, we will come around to giving our own account of our journey and our stay. Then we, too, will have provided new evidence regarding the marvelous.
Before this great work can be completed, before a new systemization of the myths, with appropriate revelations, and formulations adapted to the present needs, is possible, it is useful to assemble on some fragile arch the most significant texts from the past and the present. When one is pressed to choose between the thousands of documents from all epochs and every country, that decision always includes something of the arbitrary.
But, what does it matter? Even if it were a hundred volumes, this book would be no less incomplete. Another selection would have been open to the same criticism. I’ve aimed less at establishing impartiality than at making a clear and concerted effort here. Some great names are intentionally omitted. Others are left out only for the single reason that these authors are found within the familiar realms of my universe. Giving up all concern to be encyclopedic, my attempt is to provide some hypothetical traveler with a suggestion of the great adventure’s perilous itinerary.1
The maps I’ve mentioned are diagrams that represent geographic reality just as words represent beings and things in the work of thought. Knowing the sign leads to knowing the thing. That’s why examining the word “marvelous” will help me to explore the marvelous itself. In recent years, some revolutionaries, wanting to break with the past, have called for understanding terms according to their present meaning only and no longer as a function of etymology. This advice would be very useful if our understanding of the present were not so inadequate and if furthering that understanding were not exactly our goal.
Because it is used indiscriminately and interchangeably with other superlatives, the adjective “marvelous” has lost all meaning. In contrast, the noun has retained more of its power. It evokes all the extraordinary and unbelievable phenomena that together constitute the essential domain of fantasy. The usual audience for these accounts—children, enthusiasts, or melancholics—want to escape the sordid conditions of daily life and be transported to a world custom-built according to their desires. However, after the initial shock, their attention turns quickly toward exploring powers unknown to humans and aspects unknown to nature. They hardly stop to look at the devices and mechanisms these stories use. Their desire is to rip away the veil that hides from them the total reality of an incomprehensible universe.
As it sets out upon this endless search, the mind worries about the elements in play; it questions their power. It wants to distinguish with certainty the truly marvelous from the fantastic, the strange, the illusory. Once intoxicated by discovery, the real disorientation that expanded horizons create can easily be confused with the lesser emotions that literary artifices or reprehensible parodies elicit. I know that a true sensibility rarely makes mistakes. Instinctively, it can distinguish between the true and the false; that is its essential characteristic. It knows which closed door leads to the treasure and which is only stage set. But how many pitfalls it must overcome! The force of feelings, the weight of set mental habits can undermine its vigilance at any moment.
Yet, finding no good definition of the marvelous in current collective thought on the one hand, and worried about overextending the search on the other, I cannot simply accept a definition dictated by my own personal taste either.
What’s necessary is to let one’s own sensibility verify the testimony of the centuries, weighing it a piece at a time, and then comparing the conclusions to the age-old evidence.
The name is a condensation of all past experience. So let us subject the marvelous to an official inquiry, but let us conduct it without the hostility of a judge or the indifference of a scholar, as this is the first stage of the journey.
The science of language summarizes all the other sciences. How many feelings I owe to it, despite the deplorable atmosphere of dry abstraction in which grammarians and specialized scholars have embalmed the study of words. The science of the Word, a science linked to the development of life, has become the preoccupation of librarians. Faced with the expanse of ancient languages, I feel how much my present effort costs. Sometimes, I feel like a powerful being on the shores of an ocean that has swallowed into its depths thousands of cities of Ys. The water and sand, which seized them when they were fully operating, keep them guarded. They are mine under the condition that I can discover the elements of this lost empire. At other moments, the layers of words, grammars, and syntaxes look to me like the geological strata visible in a mine shaft. Etymological exploration is then a veritable descent in search of the primitive ground that borders the central fire, the ground where the first emotions were translated, the first moment was fixed, or the first incandescent desire found its form.
In the end, the familiar symbol of “root” is no less satisfactory since it calls up the way dormant minerals are transformed into ever-regenerating vegetable life. I hope that my insistence on linguistics here won’t be seen as merely a wish to envelop my etymological research on the word “marvelous” in an easy lyricism. The problem is more general. This is where we come upon one of the keys we need most for our endeavor.
Faced with the messages left in the castle, on the walls as well as in the library, faced with other vital messages that our poets never stop transmitting, what would become of someone incapable of fully understanding the meanings of the terms? In ancient initiations, the first and the longest ordeal consisted of learning to read.
The dictionary says that “marvel” comes from mirabilia which itself comes from miror, “Things worth looking at.” You could go back through the Latin to find the origin of the root mir in Sanskrit, but we trace it so far. The official etymology shows clearly enough how astonishing it is that “admirable” comes down to us relatively intact, while “marvelous” has been subjected to such great changes. No doubt the course taken in these two cases has been different, with different peoples and social strata coming into play.
Whatever the case, around the root miror a very strange family has proliferated: “to mirror, to be mirrored, to admire, admirable, marvelous, and its derivatives miracle, mirage, and finally mirror.” Searching for the definition of the marvelous leads us here, to the mirror, the most banal and most extraordinary magical instrument of all.
The reflecting surface of calm water, the first natural mirror, divides the universe. On the one side, where our voluntary actions take place, are all tangible objects together; on the other, the images, the reversed, fugitive world that a breath of wind or a falling leaf distorts and obliterates. The mirror engenders our first metaphysical questions. It makes us doubt our senses. It poses the problem of illusions.
By their very nature, reflections resemble the images from which thought is constructed. They share the elusive fragility of mental representations, vanishing as quickly as they appear.
As soon as we approach the polished surface, we see ourselves. Up until that moment, we felt as if we lived enclosed in the deep warmth of our flesh, the world we knew as the obstacle limiting our movements. Now we see ourselves as if we were looking at strangers. We must learn to recognize ourselves as people like others and yet different from them in a thousand small ways that we gradually discover in our appearances. An effort of judgment and long habit are needed to link this confused mass of internal sensations with that objective representation of being, to join the I with the self.
Confronting the experience of the mirror, thought enters into an endless series of unsettling questions. Between objects and their reflections, the play of dialectical interchange never stops. One supposes, one hopes, one infers. Between the material and the immaterial, innumerable scholastic arguments are assembled. Logic, that obliging servant, proposes false certainties and false solutions. Since the images are reversed, the mind deduces that they must possess qualities and attributes opposite to those of the tangible universe.
Thanks to the mirror, we have been able to escape the confines enclosing us. We have been able to transform our feelings of existence into a representation—we have discovered ourselves. The hope is that the reverse phenomenon will occur with regard to objects. Normally perceived as the shapes their exterior surfaces take, couldn’t they, through the play of reflection, let us penetrate the mystery of their contents to arrive at their essence?
The domain of images where our immediate actions have no impact, in which our beings become objects, seems outside of the real world to us, superimposed upon it, subject to other laws. But, at the same time, the analogy between reflections and the tools of our mental life allows us to assimilate this abstract domain at the very depths of our being. Reflections and echoes lead to the center of the unconscious, to the origins of dream, to the place where desire manages to express itself in some confused way.
Thus, in front of the mirror, we are led to ask ourselves about the exact nature of reality, about the links connecting mental representations with the objects prompting them. The problem arises of reconciling human necessity, which stems from our desires, with a natural necessity that obeys implacable laws. These are the questions that allow us to reach an exact definition of the marvelous. Apart from all its charm and curiosity, all the feelings that stories, tales, and legends hold for us, outside of the need for distraction and forgetting, for pleasant or terrifying sensations, the real purpose of the marvelous voyage, as we may already understand, is to explore universal reality more thoroughly.
Lewis Carroll is one of those authors who best understands this mechanism of the imagination. He transmits it directly, without recourse to dry philosophical language. He was qualified for this task, combining a mathematician’s lucid precision with the greatest poetic sensibility. The titles of his works illustrate this best: Alice in Wonderland, Through the Looking Glass. Through the play of suppositions and by a maneuver that deconstructs logic, Alice manages to break down the limits of common sense and build herself a marvelous world.
Through the Looking Glass
Lewis Carroll
And Alice got the Red Queen off the table, and set it up before the kitten as a model for it to imitate; however the thing didn’t succeed, principally, Alice said, because the kitten wouldn’t fold its arms properly. So to punish it, she held it up to the Looking-glass, that it might see how sulky it was, “—and if you’re not good directly,” she added, “I’ll put you through into Looking-glass House. How would you like that?
“Now, if you’ll only attend, Kitty, and not talk so much, I’ll tell you all my ideas about Looking-glass House. First, there’s the room you can see through the glass—that’s just the same as our drawing room, only the things go the other way. I can see all of it when I get upon a chair—all but the bit behind the fire-place. Oh! I do wish I could see that bit! I want so much to know whether they’ve a fire in the winter: you never can tell, you know, unless our fire smokes, and then smoke comes up in that room too—but that may be only pretense, just to make it look as if they had a fire. Well then, the books are something like our books, only the words go the wrong way: I know that, because I’ve held up one of our books to the glass, and then they hold up one in the other room.
“How would you like to live in Looking-glass House, Kitty? I wonder if they’d give you milk in there? Perhaps Looking-glass milk isn’t good to drink—but oh, Kitty! now we come to the passage. You can just see a little peep of the passage in Looking-glass House! I’m sure it’s got, oh! such beautiful things in it. Let’s pretend there’s a way of getting through into it, somehow, Kitty. Let’s pretend the glass has got all soft like gauze, so that we can get through. Why, it’s turning into a sort of mist now, I declare! It’ll be easy enough to get through—.” She was up on the chimney-piece while she said this, though she hardly knew how she got there. And certainly the glass was beginning to melt away, just like a bright silvery mist.
In another moment Alice was through the glass, and had jumped lightly down into the Looking-glass room. The very first thing she did was to look whether there was a fire in the fireplace, and she was quite pleased to find that there was a real one, blazing away as brightly as the one she had left behind. “So I shall be as warm here as I was in the old room,” thought Alice: “warmer, in fact, because there’ll be no one here to scold me away from the fire. Oh, what fun it’ll be, when they see me through the glass in here, and can’t get at me!”
Then she began looking about, and noticed that what could be seen from the old room was quite common and uninteresting, but that all the rest was as different as possible. For instance, the pictures on the wall next to the fire seemed to be all alive, and the very clock on the chimney-piece (you know you can only see the back of it in the Looking-glass) had got the face of a little old man and grinned at her.
“They don’t keep this room so tidy,” Alice thought to herself, as she noticed several of the chessmen down in the hearth among the cinders; but in another moment with a little “Oh!” of surprise, she was down on her hands and knees watching them. The chessmen were walking about, two and two!
“Here are the Red King and the Red Queen,” Alice said (in a whisper, for fear of frightening them), “and there are the White King and the White Queen sitting on the edge of the shovel—and here are the two castles walking arm in arm—I don’t think they can hear me,” she went on as she put her head closer down, “and I’m nearly sure they can’t see me. I feel somehow as if I was getting invisible—.”2
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Alice’s adventures in the rabbit burrow or through the mantelpiece mirror encourage us to search for other gaps where we can penetrate the marvelous. There are a great many of them. In certain places, where the mystery is less carefully guarded, it seems accessible, either because nature lets us detect the elements’ unrest there or because humankind has succeeded in taking control of the barrier: the inside of craters, volcanoes with flames shooting out of them; mist-covered countries where the horizon is lost as sky and water become one; deep tropical forests where life takes on a monstrous exuberance; modern laboratories in which machines, the products of dreams, transform a world of invisible forces into tangible forms. At first sight, the Palace of Illusions at the Musée Grévin doesn’t seem to be one of these exceptional places, but rather an outdated fairground attraction. That’s how I remembered it until this afternoon when, out walking with my lover in Paris, and trying to escape from the bustle of the working city, we went in there together. Lovers are infallible diviners. Renewed by emotion, their eyes wash clean habit’s dust from things and so perceive their total reality.
We moved through the dark galleries where wax figures were poised in comic attitudes. I imagined we were visiting the underground site of a magician, an occult master, using his power to enchant these mannequins. A great social tragedy seemed to be underway there in which the actors would go line up their skeletons when their roles were over, like useless cast-offs. (I’ve seen the dead arranged like dolls in dusty convent catacombs from Capuccini to Palermo.)
Still troubled by these impressions, we arrived at the Palace of Illusions. The hermetically sealed room seemed to be located at the center of the earth. The mirror walls were erected in the shape of a regular polygon, a column with horrid artificial greenery supporting each of its peaks. In the middle of this polygon hung a lighting fixture and there were lamps at each corner. We waited in the dark like people awaiting their fate or prisoners in the cellars of the “castle.” I thought about initiation ceremonies during which the initiate hopes to gain access to the luminous temple to contemplate truth. Our attendant, a semiconscious automaton, served as the great lighting director. Suddenly, thanks to a magical device, we were transported to an immense temple. In the distance, our images multiplied. The hundreds of columns recalled the central room of the “Great Mosque” of Kairouan; they receded with an architectural rhythm even more perfect than the most beautiful oriental monuments. Our excited gestures repeated themselves to infinity in smaller and smaller, less and less precise images.
The proportion between them was not simple, but was regulated by the laws of a well-known geometric progression, which would certainly not have been impossible to calculate, but which, for the moment, held us in the spell of its mysterious charm and vital harmony. It was as mysterious as the appearance of happiness in a life, as the repetition of similar epics throughout history, as the unwinding of the spring in the great celestial clock. When we held each other close, our images organized themselves between the rows of columns like musical notes written on a huge stave, at set intervals, composing the haunting symphony of desire. We reached the height of emotion. Cut off from the activity of society, we escaped duration; except for the blood we felt coursing through us, everything took part in the eternity of the moment. Enclosed in the magic circle, the polygon of mirrors recreated the infinity of space for us, a space entirely inhabited by our presence and submitting absolutely to our pleasure.
That is the magic circle where Lewis Carroll would have loved to hold class for Alice. There he could have shown her the play of equations through which she could have entered the enchanted kingdom more easily than she did by going down a rabbit’s hole.
Alas! The high school teachers who teach us optics hardly resemble Lewis Carroll. They conscientiously present this branch of physics as one particular science with its own subject matter and practical applications. The idea that science is a language, a way of exploring, much like poetry and the arts, and that all these different paths lead to one unique mystery doesn’t seem to occur to them. In contrast, when I was a student, I had the clearest sense of this. Already I understood that you could make substitutions for scientific notations so that the same diagrams could represent the most diverse thought processes. Geometry’s universal value and significance, interior for the mind and exterior for reality simultaneously, made a great impression on me. All the possibilities for metaphysical constructs are in these simple figures; and that’s where both the danger and temptation lie. Those very outlines which are so useful for solving practical problems become traps. The real object and the virtual image can be reversed at will. This freedom is not peculiar to optics; it’s the rule throughout the abstract world of mathematics and it results in the play of intelligence, Alice’s play.
But outside of the mind’s self-imposed conditions, nothing corresponds to the circle, the triangle, this sense of a movement. To the contrary, in our experience of the world, all abstraction disappears. Nothing is reversible. Things have one situation, one function, and one direction which belongs to them. If we begin to believe that it’s not the man who approaches the table, but the table that approaches the man, that it’s the objects that light up the lamp and not the lamp that illuminates the objects, our minds are seized with vertigo. Are these examples, crude and cartoonish as they may seem, really so far from the questions that metaphysics asks? In optics, it’s exactly a matter of metaphysics when we consider that the same lines represent both the trajectory of light bringing outside energy from the world to the eye and the distance that we can see going from our eyes out into space. Ordinary circumstances in life tend not to raise these discussions, but they become essential as soon as an unusual phenomenon arises.
Sometimes, images appear in the mirror with no exterior object to explain them. Their perception may be spontaneous, or coincide with a heightened emotional state, or follow some ceremony of invocation.
What are you? Strange forms in which human traits become tragic or comic and merge with animal shapes? Visions of those absent who, at that very moment, are moving around somewhere else, very far away? Touching silhouettes of lost beings? The power of the imagination? The particular powers of a certain mirror? Or yet again, reflections of the real existence of angels, demons, ghosts, or doubles peopling space with your invisible presence?
Where does the marvelous reside? Is it simply the human mind’s creative capacity that becomes conscious of it, expresses it, gives it a form, first poetic, then plastic, and finally makes it into concrete objects? Does it belong to the outside world? And are we incapable of apprehending it ordinarily, our senses dulled by the habits of daily life? Isn’t it internal and external at the same time, like a higher plane belonging to a greater reality that shares only narrow flood zones with ordinary planes of existence, those rare points of intersection or tangency corresponding to particular states of the soul or singular circumstances? I will retain this last image, the most generous of them; it invites us to investigate the gaping holes left in the wall of our insensitivity by these bursts of contact.

The Magic Mirror in The Monk
Matthew Lewis
“Though you shunned my presence, all your proceedings were known to me; nay, I was constantly with you in some degree, thanks to this most precious gift!”
With these words she drew from beneath her habit a mirror of polished steel, the borders of which were marked with various strange and unknown characters.
“Amidst all my sorrows, amidst all my regrets for your coldness, I was sustained from despair by the virtues of this talisman. On pronouncing certain words, the person appears in it on whom the observer’s thoughts are bent: thus, though I was exiled from your sight, you, Ambrosio, were ever present to mine.”
The friar’s curiosity was strongly excited.
“What you relate is incredible! Matilda, are you not amusing yourself with my credulity?”
“Be your own eyes the judge.”
She put the mirror into his hand. Curiosity induced him to take it, and love, to wish that Antonia might appear. Matilda pronounced the magic words. Immediately a thick smoke rose from the characters traced upon the borders, and spread itself over the surface. It dispersed again gradually; a confused mixture of colors and images presented themselves to the friar’s eyes, which at length arranging themselves in their proper places, he beheld in miniature Antonia’s lovely form.
The scene was a small closet belonging to her apartment. She was undressing to bathe herself. The long tresses of her hair were already bound up. The amorous monk had full opportunity to observe the voluptuous contours and admirable symmetry of her person. She threw off her last garment, and advancing to the bath prepared for her, put her foot into the water. It struck cold, and she drew it back again. Though unconscious of being observed, an in-bred sense of modesty induced her to veil her charms; and she stood hesitating upon the brink, in the attitude of the Venus de Médicis. At this moment a tame linnet flew toward her, nestled its head between her breasts, and nibbled them in wanton play. The smiling Antonia strove in vain to shake off the bird, and at length raised her hands to drive it from its delightful harbour. Ambrosio could bear no more. His desires were worked up to frenzy.
“I yield!” he cried, dashing the mirror upon the ground.3
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Ambrosio abandons himself to passion, and to satisfy his desires, he gives his soul to the diabolical powers. Enclosed within a mystical metaphysical system, he attributes moral value to all thought, thus forcing himself to choose between the divine order, whereby desire is annihilated, and a so-called satanic rule, the domain of life and passion. His spirit is lost in the vertiginous dialectic, which makes up the reality of his universe.
A no less grave danger would be to arbitrarily separate the domain of tangible reality from that of images and thought, all in an effort to escape this preoccupation with morality. The marvelous, thus reduced to the play of the imagination, would lose all objective solidity.
For me, as for the realists of the Middle Ages, there is no fundamental difference between the elements of thought and the phenomena of the world, between the visible and the comprehensible, between the perceptible and the imaginable.
Consequently, the marvelous is everywhere. In things, it appears as soon as one succeeds in penetrating any object whatever. The most humble of them, just by itself, raises every issue. Its form, which reveals its individual structure, is the result of transformations which have been going on since the world began. And it contains the germs of countless possibilities that will be realized in the future.
The marvelous is also between all things and all beings, interpenetrating space, where our senses perceive nothing directly; but the space is filled with energy, waves, and forces in continual motion, where equilibrium is achieved for a moment, where all the transformations are in preparation. Far from being independent, isolated units, objects are part of compositions, huge fragile assemblies or solid constructs, realities that the eyes perceive only as fragments but that the mind conceives as whole.
Knowing the structure of the external world, discovering the play of forces, tracing the movements of energy—this is science’s agenda. Thus it would seem that the sciences ought to provide the true keys to the marvelous. If they no longer do, it’s because they aren’t interested in the complete human being. Their strict disciplines exclude perceptible feeling. In seeking knowledge, they reject subjective factors in favor of mechanical and impersonal investigations.
Paradoxically, the more humanity extends its knowledge and mastery over the world, the more estranged it feels from the life of this world, and the more it separates the needs of the whole being from the information intelligence provides. A definite antinomy seems to exist today between the ways of the marvelous and those of science.
For the scientist, perceptible feeling survives at the moment of discovery when he perceives the obstacle overcome, the door opening onto unexplored territory. As for the uneducated, they feel it when they go ecstatic over the wonders of modern technology without understanding them in the least.
Others, students and teachers, are not so engaged by a mechanism. Nor is their memory and intelligence such a clean slate. Knowledge is like a suitcase they carry around. For them, no internal transformation seems necessary for understanding a theorem or following a curve in space. They acquire, one after the other, the particular techniques and specialized vocabularies of each limited science. Becoming more and more precise and abstract, these languages avoid poetic and concrete images, any words with more general meanings that engender emotion. 
The biologist would be embarrassed to describe the evolution of the blood cell in terms of the phoenix story, the functions of the spleen as parallel to the myth of Saturn who produces children in order to eventually eat them.
Such compartmentalization, such analytical willfulness will come to an end. Soon, thanks to a vast synthesis, humanity will establish its authority over the systems of knowledge that it has acquired. Science will become a key into the world as soon as it becomes capable of expressing universal mechanisms in a language accessible to the collective emotion. This language will constitute a new and communal poetry, a poetry that finally doesn’t waver, play illusive games, and rely on quaint images.
Then the conscience will stop binding life’s passionate impulses in an iron corset. It will be as the service of desire. Rising above the squalid plane of common sense and logic where now it drags itself along, reason will rejoin the great possibilities of imagination and dream at their transcendent level.
If I allow for the external reality of the marvelous, if I hope that the sciences will allow for its exploration, it’s because I’m certain that soon the interior life of the individual will no longer be separated from the knowledge and development of the external world.
Because it is only too apparent that the mystery is within us as well as in things, that the country of the marvelous is first and foremost within our very beings.
The adventure follows the paths of the world and those leading to the hidden center of the self at the same time. Along the first, courage, patience, attentiveness, and reason’s good leadership are indispensable. Along the second, other things are necessary to gain access to the sources of emotion.
Those who wish to attain the marvelous deep within must let go of their conventional ties, ties always dominated by utilitarian decisions. They must learn to see the person behind the social function, destroy the table of so-called moral values and replace it with one of real values, rise above taboos, the weight of ancient prohibitions, and stop associating the object with whatever profit can be made from it, whatever price society will pay for it, or whatever purpose it serves. This liberation begins as soon as, one way or another, the guilty conscience’s voluntary censorship is lifted, as soon as there is no longer anything to hinder the mechanisms of dream. Then a new world appears where the blue-eyed passerby becomes king, where red coral is more precious than diamonds, and the toucan less dispensable than the workhorse. The fork has left its enemy, the knife, on the restaurant table. Now it is between Aristotle’s categories and the piano. Giving in to an irresistible urge, the sewing machine has taken to the fields to plant beets. The world is on holiday, subject only to the absolute rule of pleasure. It all seems so free; nevertheless, a truer order, based on profound reason and strict hierarchy, is soon established.
In this mysterious domain, which opens as soon as the intelligence, social in origin and purpose, has been relinquished, the traveler feels disturbingly disoriented. After the first moments of amusement or fear pass, she must explore the unconscious, limitless as the ocean, and just as alive with opposing movements. It quickly becomes apparent that this unconscious is not of one piece. There is one layer on top of another, just as in the material world, each with its own values and laws, its sequences and rhythms.
Paraphrasing Hermes who said, “all is above as it is below to make up the miracle of a single thing,” we could say that all is within us as it is outside of us to make up a single reality. Within us, scattered fantasies, distorted reflections of reality, and repressed expressions of unfulfilled desires mingle with shared and familiar symbols. From the confused to the simple, from the glare of personal emotion to the vague perception of cosmic drama, the dreamer’s imagination makes its journey. Endlessly, it dives and resurfaces, bringing back great, blind fish from the depths of consciousness’s threshold. Nevertheless, the pearl fisherman arrives to guide it through all the dangers and currents. He succeeds in finding his way among the passages hidden in the semidark where points of light only glimmer faintly. Little by little he becomes a master of the dark waters.
Achieving this inner lucidity within a more expansive sensibility is no less necessary to a person than mastering scientific disciplines and technology. Because of the tension they produce, magical ceremonies, psychic exercises leading to concentration and ecstatic states, the freedom of mental automatism, and simulating morbid attitudes are some of the means by which the normal faculties can be increased, resulting in clairvoyance. There lie the ways into the realm of the marvelous.
But the mind is not content to simply enjoy contemplating the magnificent images seen in dreams. It wants to translate these visions, to give expression to the new world into which it has penetrated, to have others share it, to produce the inventions suggested there. The dream takes on material form in writing, in the plastic arts, in the building of monuments, and finally, in the construction of machines. Nonetheless, all the work accomplished and the knowledge acquired do little to alleviate, indeed, may even increase, that human uneasiness which is always searching for an individual and collective finality, which is always haunted by the fear of disrupting our solitude and the hope of acting directly upon the minds of others to change the way they feel or direct their actions, and finally and above all, which is always driven by the desire to realize absolute love.
Having admitted that the marvelous is both external to humankind and contained within us, requiring an outward conquest of nature and a constant inward searching, having come to understand this dialect between dream and action, between the interior life and continuous revolutionary social action, the history of humanity no longer seems like a succession of accidental events, but more like a long voyage directed toward conquering a marvelous realm, a land we have promised to ourselves. Discoveries of universal laws as well as political and economic changes and works of art testify to the species’ constant drive toward raising its level of knowledge and happiness, its perpetual struggle against the forces of ignorance and death. Humanity’s driving passion ought to be examined as the epic of a single human’s development in vast space, ignorant of personal demise. Whether we accept this idea as true or see it as a poetic comparison hardly matters. The essential thing is to recognize the single set of mechanisms at work governing our behavior, both as a group and as individuals.
The architecture of the individual, which begins at the ground level of the unconscious and ascends to the lit heights of voluntary, logical, intelligent consciousness, is found in the social structure. People, collectively, aren’t aware of the present realities. They are pawns in a gigantic game and they don’t comprehend its stakes. They are driven by inexorable social determinism, and their thinking reflects the necessity to which they submit.
When they are equal to the task, the ruling classes embody the intelligence, concentrated on well-defined and altruistic goals. Beyond this plane, which corresponds to simple rationalism, groups that seem to possess more complete knowledge and more extensive powers exist. They appear as far back into the past as you can look, under different names. The castle I’ve alluded to is the traditional dwelling for these exclusive brotherhoods.
What was this high science hidden in well-guarded books and transmitted by word of mouth only under an oath of secrecy? It was certainly not of the same order as today’s scholarly science, aimed only at practical results. It seems to have been more general and, by its very nature, capable of quieting fundamental human fears. Men succeeded each other, understanding the meaning of the myths and the ceremonies that they performed. Directly or indirectly, their words were passed along to the popular masses to bring them to some previously conceived evolutionary stage. There is no doubt that the true keys to the marvelous were held by these gentlemen, so removed from the world and exerting so great a power over it at the same time.
The lay masses, made up of rich and poor, masters and slaves, the crowd that sticks to the main road, is not aware of, or denies, the castle’s existence. Those with some intuitive sense of it are often able only to dream of the mysterious life going on there. Indeed, those led by their destiny to abandon the ordinary way and overcome the obstacles have been so profoundly changed by the time they enter the marvelous building that they haven’t been able to return to the crowd afterward to give them their impressions and tell them what they’ve seen. With an altered mental state comes an altered language that makes communication impossible, whether or not it’s desired.
A book on the marvelous ought to be an initiation tract; in fact, age-old experience shows that such a book can’t be written, at least not in clear terms. The most that’s possible is to suggest some well-defined direction.
Peoples have always lived, and still live, concerned mainly with their immediate needs, working constantly to satisfy them, however well or badly. They are driven by simple passions, which control the collective unconscious and which we find in every one of us. People subjected to life’s necessities have never had the time nor the necessary mental freedom to develop their consciousness. The rare moments free from work have been taken up by play, religious ceremonies, or rites connected to the accepted myths; the leisure hours have allowed for singing and storytelling. These more or less mythical accounts represent in poetic language some basic explanations of the world; they express real history and social life as it has existed, but beyond that, they reflect the permanent passionate needs of the human species.
The unconscious of peoples, like that of individuals, has a double nature. Memories of the past are mingled with desires stemming from the needs of the living flesh and extending toward the future. This duality explains why, in local customs as well as in the stories and songs that make up the domain of folklore, we find humanity’s hopes linked to bits of knowledge established and accumulated little by little over the course of centuries. These are very fortunate circumstances. Since we can’t delineate the science of the initiated here, we will look to how such knowledge is reflected in the collective soul for reference. The high science concealed, it is to folklore, “the science of the people,” that we will turn to ask the way to the realm of the marvelous.4
The word “folklore” evokes regional traditions: headdresses, costumes and dances, songs and rural dialects, local customs and stories. One thinks either of whatever it is that characterizes some savage tribe or what distinguishes a country amidst these great political and economic structures we call modern nations.
Historical development tends toward unification. Successive revolutions, wars, and the blending of different peoples have eroded local characteristics. Some efforts have been made, both deliberately and unconsciously, to resist this evolution. Reactionary politicians and priests have devoted themselves to conserving and even reviving traditions, even if it has meant giving them an artificial life. They have been aided in their efforts by the old timers’ sentimentalism, by the taste of certain artists for the picturesque, and by the tourist business.
Thanks to the dialectical movement that directs social phenomena, these reactionary intentions can lead to progressive results. In proclaiming their ancestral heritage, certain minorities struggle for their freedom. They resist being absorbed by an overpowering imperialism. They help to keep alive the unrest associated with the revolutionary efforts of the economically oppressed classes.
The problem of primitive folklore is of even greater importance, because knowledge of it, by its very nature, can transform the basis of thought. The deadly weight of inertia creates conformity and custom in societies, and art becomes fixed in an official, classical, academic style. People believe their representation of the universe to be the only one possible; beyond it, they see only barbarism and fanciful illusion. The individual bases his definition of all human nature upon himself. To prove that these stagnant ideas are mistaken, innovators are forced to look to other traditions for examples, other representations of the world, and other systems of feeling and thought.
This necessity is a law of history. The Christian subversion of Rome exploited the snobbery that had developed in favor of Greece, Egypt, and Asia Minor.
Romanticism revitalized its emotional sources by drawing from the exotic and from the gothic and medieval past. At the beginning of this century, African and Oceanic folklore, as well as that of pre-Columbian America, served as a springboard for the artistic revolution of cubism and surrealism.
But whatever motivates those undertaking folkloric research, the important thing is that their numbers have multiplied. Travelers, anthropologists, and linguists, out to discover local traditions, are recording customs and rites, and writing down songs and stories. At present, the transcribed and translated stories comprise an immense literature. Unless we suppose that this phase has come to its end, all we can see before us are sensational discoveries. But after the era of inventory must follow one of examination. We have arrived at the same critical point the natural sciences reached at the end of the eighteenth century, when it was necessary to go beyond an enthusiasm for collections to the difficult work of classification, of establishing the laws.
Preliminary attempts at interpretation have already taken place in the domain of folklore. The difficulty is distinguishing that which characterizes one cultural group from that which belongs to the enduring universal tradition. While the dress, the customs, and the dances are particular to a certain society, the stories often contain universal elements. Thus, it is to an examination of the stories that our inquiry into the marvelous leads. Having absorbed current popular opinion, I thought I would begin this work by classifying the various texts according to their age and where they were collected, and then conclude by noting their common characteristics. The original plan included systematic borrowings from the folklore of Egypt, Scandinavia, Ireland, etc. Geographic identification would take the place of the name of the author. I’ve been obliged to abandon this method that, by insisting on insignificant differences in expression, gives too little value to the profound similarities. The Egyptian stories, which date back to the second millennium B.C., are indistinguishable from modern stories. The story of the two brothers, in Gustave Lefebvre’s remarkable translation from which I will later give an excerpt, is nearly identical to a popular German story collected in Hesse by Wolff, to a Hungarian story transmitted by J. Mailath, and to a Russian heroic legend cited by Rimbaud. It is found in modern Greece, in eighteenth-century France, in Italy, India (Deccan), Bengal, Vietnam, and some twenty other places. When I say that it is found there, I mean that not only is the general sense of the narrative similar, but even the internal mechanisms of the story and the poetic images are
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