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August 19, 1967

BRATS

No, I can’t. I simply can’t bring myself to think about the scene I imagined—it’s all too real. The child is lying awake in bed with hunger pangs, and he says to his mother: I’m hungry, Mama. She very gently says: Go to sleep. He says: But I’m hungry. She says again: Go to sleep. He says: I can’t, I’m hungry. Exasperated, she repeats: Go to sleep. He says again that he is hungry. Out of her own pain, she yells: Shut up, you little brat, and go to sleep! They both lie in the darkness, silent, not moving. Is he asleep?—she wonders, as she lies there, wide awake. And he is too terrified to make so much as a sound. Both are awake in the black night. Until, out of pain and weariness, they eventually drift off into the cozy nest of resignation. And I simply cannot bear resignation. Ah, with what ravenous pleasure I devour rebellion.

SURPRISE

Looking in the mirror and thinking in amazement: How mysterious I am. How delicate and strong. And how the curve of my lips has retained its innocence.

Who among us has not, by chance, looked in the mirror and felt surprised? For a fraction of a second we see ourselves as an object to be looked at. Some might call this narcissism, but I would call it: the joy of being. The joy of finding in our external face echoes of our internal face: ah, so it’s true, I didn’t just imagine myself, I actually exist.

PLAYING AT THINKING

The art of risk-free thinking. If thought did not always lead us down certain emotional paths, thinking would long ago have been categorized as a way of having fun. One doesn’t invite friends to join in the game because of the whole ceremony that thinking entails. The best way is to invite them just to visit, and then nonchalantly think together in the guise of words.

That’s fine as long as you’re not playing seriously. However, in order to think deeply—which is the main aim of this new hobby—you need to be alone, because surrendering yourself to thinking involves great emotion, and you would only dare to think in the presence of someone else if you trusted that person so much that you would feel no embarrassment in applying that term, someone else, to them. Besides, it would be asking an awful lot of someone else to be there, watching us think: it requires a big heart, love, affection, as well as personal experience of surrendering to thought. It demands as much of someone listening to the words and silences as it would for them to feel them. No, that’s not true. Feeling is far more demanding.

Anyway, when it comes to thinking as an amusement, the absence of risks puts it within the grasp of everyone. There are, of course, some hazards. Even playing at thinking can occasionally leave you with a heavy heart. Generally speaking, though, there are no dangers as long as you take the necessary intuitive precautions.

As a hobby, it has the advantage of being eminently transportable, although, in my view, it’s best done in the bosom of the air. At certain hours of the afternoon, for example, when the light filling the apartment seems to empty it out completely, while the whole city is atremble with work, and only we, unbeknownst to anyone, are working at home—at those moments when dignity would be restored to us if we had, say, a garage or a sewing workshop—those are the moments when you can think. That way you start from wherever you happen to be, even if it’s not in the afternoon; although I would advise against thinking at night.

Once, for example—in the days when we used to send our clothes out to be laundered—I was drawing up the laundry list. Perhaps because I’m in the habit of naming things or out of a sudden desire to have an unblotted exercise book as I did at school, I wrote: list of. And it was then that the desire to be frivolous arrived. That is the first sign of the animus brincandi if you take up thinking as a hobby. And so I blithely wrote: list of feelings. Precisely what I meant by this I had to wait and see—another sign that you’re on the right track is not worrying if you don’t understand; your attitude should be: you lose nothing by waiting, you lose nothing by not understanding.

Then I began to draw up a brief list of feelings for which I have no name. If I receive a present given affectionately by someone I don’t like—what name do I give to how I feel about that? The nostalgia you feel for someone you no longer like, that bitterness and rancor—what is it called? Being busy—and stopping because you’re seized by a sudden blissful vacancy of mind, a lifting of the clouds, as if a miraculous light had just entered the room: what would you call that?

A word of warning. Sometimes, we start to play with thinking and, quite unexpectedly, the plaything begins to play with us. This is not good. But it is fruitful.

A COSMONAUT ON EARTH

I have, very belatedly, been reflecting on cosmonauts. Or, rather, on the very first cosmonaut. Even just a day after Gagarin, our feelings were already lagging way behind compared with the speed with which that event had been overtaking us. Now, even more belatedly, here I am reconsidering the whole subject. Such a very difficult subject to grasp.

One day, when warned that the ball he was playing with might drop to the floor and annoy the downstairs neighbors, the boy responded: the world is automatic now, and when one hand throws the ball in the air, the other automatically catches it, so it won’t fall.

The problem is that our hand has not yet become automatic enough. It was alarming when Gagarin went up into space, because if the automatic world had failed to work, the “ball” would have done far more than upset the downstairs neighbors. And my not-very-automatic hand trembled with fear at the possibility that it would not be quick enough and would let that “cosmonautical event” escape me. Having to feel was a big responsibility—not dropping the ball being thrown at us.

The need to make everything a little more logical—which, in a way, runs parallel to that idea of automaticness—prompts me to attempt a detailed description of the huge shock I experienced:

—From now on, when referring to the Earth, I will no longer indiscriminately talk about “the world.” I will consider the “mappa mundi” to be an inappropriate expression; when I say “my world,” I will remember with a thrill of joy that my map also needs to be redrawn, and that no one can guarantee that, viewed from above, my world is not blue. Other thoughts: before the first cosmonaut, it would have been quite right for someone referring to his or her own birth, to say: “I came into the world.” But we were only born to the world very recently. And then almost sheepishly.

—When we want to see blue, we look up at the sky. The Earth is blue to anyone looking down at it from the sky. Is blue in itself a color or merely a question of distance? Or a question of profound nostalgia? The unreachable is always blue.

—If I were the first astronaut, my joy would only be rekindled once another man had traveled there and back: because he would have seen it too. Because a description is no substitute for “having seen something”: “having seen” can only be compared with “having seen.” Until another human being had seen it too, there would be a great silence inside me, even if I spoke out. A thought: imagine if someone in the world had already seen God, but never said a word. Well, if no one else had seen him, what would be the point?

—The great favor that chance does us is that of still being alive when the great world began. As for the future: we should smoke less, take better care of ourselves, so that we have more time to live and to see a little more; and also urge the scientists to get a move on—because our personal time is running out.

August 26, 1967

OUR VICTORY

What we ourselves have done in a day and considered to be our daily victory.

Above all else, we have not loved. We have dismissed what cannot be understood because we do not wish to appear foolish. We have accumulated things and certainties because we have neither the one nor the other. We have failed to experience any previously unrecorded joy. We have built cathedrals, but remained outside, fearing that any cathedrals we ourselves build might turn out to be traps. We have not given ourselves to ourselves because that would be the beginning of a long life possibly devoid of consolations. We have avoided falling on our knees before the first person who, out of love, utters the words “your fear.” We have organized clubs of smiling terror, where they serve soda with every drink. We have tried to save ourselves, but without explicitly using the word “salvation” so as not to feel embarrassed by our own naiveté. We have avoided using the word “love” so as to avoid having to acknowledge how closely love and hate are interwoven. We have kept our death a secret. We have created art because we do not know what the alternative is. We have disguised our indifference with love, disguised our indifference with anxiety, disguised our greatest fear with a lesser fear. We have not worshipped because, just in time, we were sensibly mean-spirited enough to remember the existence of false gods. We have deliberately not behaved ingenuously in order not to have to laugh at ourselves and so that, at the end of the day, we can say “well, at least I didn’t make a fool of myself,” and so spare ourselves shedding any tears before we turn out the light. We have enjoyed the certainty that we and, yes, you too, have done precisely the same, which is why we all, unknowingly, love each other. We have smiled in public at things we would not smile at when alone. We have called our candor weakness. We have, above all, felt afraid of each other. And we have considered all this to be our daily victory.

SO MUCH EFFORT

A visitor. A former classmate come from São Paulo to visit her. She welcomed her with tea and sandwiches, making the visit, the afternoon and the meeting as perfect as possible. Her friend arrived looking very pretty and feminine. As the hours passed, however, she gradually began to fall apart, and a less youthful, less happy face appeared, more intense and more intensely bitter. That lesser, easier beauty soon fell away. And soon the lady of the house had before her a woman who, while less pretty, was nonetheless more beautiful, and was—as she always did in the old days—giving vent to her ardent thoughts, getting confused, resorting to reason’s clichés, and trying to prove to her hostess the need to go forward, that “we each have a mission to fulfill.” At that point, the word “mission” must have struck her as somewhat hackneyed, or perhaps not so much her as the lady of the house who had been one of their group’s intelligentsia. She corrected herself: “a mission—or whatever you want to call it.” The lady of the house fidgeted uncomfortably in her chair.

When the visitor left, she tottered slightly, apparently overcome by the kind of weariness brought on by making a decision prematurely: everything she had decided to do would take years to achieve. If she ever did achieve it. The lady of the house took the elevator down to the street with her visitor. It was odd seeing her visitor from behind: the other side of the coin consisted in childishly mussed-up hair, short skirt, chubby legs, shoulders made too broad by ill-fitting clothes. Yes. A remarkable, solitary woman. Struggling, more than anything, against her own prejudices, which were advising her to be less than she was, to bend the knee. So much effort and yet still that childishly mussed-up hair. Out in the street, she was passed by other creatures who doubtless had fewer problems and were heading for more immediate destinations. The lady of the house felt a kind of awkward understanding like a weight on her heart: how could she help her? Knowing that she could never transform that understanding into action.

THE PROCESS

“What am I to do? I can’t bear living. Life is so short, and yet I can’t stand living.”

“I don’t know. I feel the same. But there are things, lots of things. There’s a point where despair is a light, a love.”

“And after that?”

“After that comes Nature.”

“Are you calling death nature?”

“No, I’m calling nature Nature.”

“Have all lives always been like this?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

September 9, 1967

UNDYING LOVE

I still feel slightly unsure about my new role as a writer of what couldn’t really be called crônicas. As well as being a novice in that, I’m also a novice when it comes to writing as a way of earning money. True, I’ve worked as a journalist before, but I never signed my work. Signing what I write automatically makes it more personal. And it feels rather as if I were selling my soul. I talked about this to a friend who said: but writing is rather like selling your soul. It’s true. Even if you don’t get paid, it’s very exposing. However, a doctor friend disagreed: she argued that in her profession you have to give your entire soul, and you earn money simply because you need to live. It is, therefore, with great pleasure that I sell you a small part of my soul—this Saturday conversation.

Except that, as a novice, I still get in a tangle over what to write about. I was in precisely this frame of mind when I was visiting a friend. The telephone rang, and it was a mutual friend of ours. I spoke to him too and, of course, told him that my new job meant having to write something every Saturday. And I asked him point-blank: “What are people, women, for example, what are they most interested in?” Before he could even reply, we heard, coming from the far end of that enormous living room, my friend’s loud, candid voice giving her one-word answer: “Men.” We all laughed, but it was a perfectly serious response. It is with slight embarrassment, then, that I am obliged to acknowledge that men are what most interests women.

We should not feel humiliated by this, as if we should have far more universal interests. Also, let us not feel humiliated, because if we were to ask the world’s leading electronic engineer what most interests men, his immediate, frank, personal reply would be: women. And it is sometimes good to remind ourselves of this obvious truth, however embarrassing. Some will say: “But when it comes to people, surely our children are what interest us most.” That’s different. Children are, as they say, our flesh and blood, and it’s not a matter of being interested or not. It’s something else. So much so that it’s as if every child in the world was our flesh and blood. No, I’m not being fanciful here. One day, someone told me about a young girl who was partially paralyzed and who sought to vent her rage by breaking a vase. And my very blood ached. She was an angry daughter.

Men. Men are so likable. Just as well. Are men the source of our inspiration? Yes. Are men our biggest challenge? Yes. Are men our enemy? Yes. Are men our most stimulating rival? Yes. Are men both our equals and entirely different? Yes. Are men attractive? Yes. Are men funny? Yes. Are men children? Yes. Are men also fathers? Yes. Do we argue with men? We do. Can we manage without the men we argue with? No. Are we interesting because men like interesting women? We are. Are men the ones with whom we have the most important conversations? Yes. Are men annoying? Yes. Do we like being annoyed by men? We do.

I could continue adding to this endless list until ordered to stop by my editor. But I don’t think anyone else would order me to stop, because I believe I have touched a nerve: which is how men hurt women. And how women hurt men.

Given my penchant for taking cabs, I always make a point of interrogating the driver. One night, I was picked up by a young Spaniard with a small, neat mustache and sad eyes. We chatted about this and that, and then he asked me if I had children. I, in turn, asked him if he had children too, and he replied that he wasn’t married and never would marry. And he told me his story. Fourteen years before, back in Spain, he had been in love with a young Spanish woman. He lived in a small town with few doctors and few resources. The young woman fell ill with a seemingly unidentifiable illness and, three days later, she died. She died knowing that she was dying, predicting: “I will die in your arms.” And she did die in his arms, praying to God to help her. For three years after that, the driver could barely eat. In that small town, everyone knew about his love and tried to help him. They would take him to parties, where the girls would ask him to dance instead of waiting for him to ask them.

Nothing helped though. Everything about the place reminded him of Clarita—the name of the dead girl, which startled me because it was so like my own name, making me feel at once both dead and loved. Then he decided to leave Spain, without even telling his parents. He found out that, at the time, the only two countries willing to receive immigrants without a letter of invitation were Brazil and Venezuela. He opted for Brazil. He grew rich. He owned a shoe factory, which he later sold; he bought a restaurant, which he later sold. Because nothing really mattered to him. He decided to turn his car into a taxi and become a driver. He lives in a house in Jacarepaguá, because “it has some really lovely freshwater waterfalls (!).” But during those fourteen years, he had failed to find love with another woman and, according to him, he doesn’t really love or care about anything at all. He explained very discreetly that, although he missed Clarita every single day, he didn’t let this hold him back and he had managed to have affairs with various different women. But he would never love anyone else.

My story ends in a rather unexpected, alarming way.

We had almost reached my destination, when he spoke again about his house in Jacarepaguá, and about those freshwater waterfalls, as if there were such a thing as a saltwater waterfall. I said, rather vaguely, that I would love to spend a few restful days in a place like that.

Well, this was completely the wrong thing to say. Because, at the risk of driving his car straight into a house, he suddenly turned round and asked in a very insinuating voice: “Would you really? Why don’t you come, then?” Greatly alarmed by this sudden change in tone, I heard myself blurt out that I couldn’t possibly because I was about to have an operation and would “be very ill afterward” (!). From now on, I will only interrogate older taxi drivers. But this at least proves that the Spaniard was indeed an honest man: his longing for Clarita really didn’t hold him back.

This ending may prove disappointing to those of a sentimental disposition. Many people would want his fourteen years of grief to hold him back. That would make a better story. But I can’t lie just to please you. Besides, I think it’s quite right that he shouldn’t be held back by his grief. It’s bad enough that he should feel incapable of loving anyone else.

I forgot to mention that he also told me various tales of business deals and embezzlements—it was a long journey and the traffic was terrible. However, I listened to these only distractedly. I was only interested in what we term “undying love.” That tale of embezzlement is beginning to come back to me now though. Perhaps if I concentrate, I’ll remember it more clearly and tell you about it next Saturday. But I don’t think you’d be interested.

September 16, 1967

PRAYER FOR A PRIEST

One night, I stammered out a prayer for a priest who is afraid of dying and ashamed to feel afraid. I spoke briefly and somewhat awkwardly to God: bring solace to Father X’s soul … make him feel that Your hand is in his, make him feel that death does not exist because we are already in eternity, make him feel that to love is not to die, that surrendering yourself to someone does not signify death, make him experience a modest, everyday joy, don’t let him ask too many questions, because the reply would be as mysterious as the question, remind him that there is also no explanation as to why a child should want a kiss from his mother, and yet every child does want that kiss and the kiss is always perfect, make him welcome the world without fear, because we were created for this incomprehensible world and are ourselves incomprehensible, so there is a connection between the world’s mystery and our own, but that connection will remain unclear to us as long as we struggle to understand it, give him Your blessing so that he can experience with joy the bread that he eats, the sleep that he sleeps, and have him be kind to himself, because otherwise he’ll be unable to feel God’s love, and tell him not to feel embarrassed for wanting to have another human hand hold his at the hour of his death, Amen. (Father X asked me to pray for him.)

NOT FEELING

Habit has softened his many falls. However, although he experiences less pain, he no longer has the advantage of pain as a warning and symptom. Today he lives incomparably more serenely, albeit in great danger of losing his life: he could be a step away from dying, a step away from having already died, without the benefit of a receiving a warning from himself.

GOING SOMEWHERE

Last night, a cat was yowling for so long and with such feeling that I felt as much compassion for it as I have felt for any other living being. It sounded like pain, and in our human and animal terms it was. But was it pain or was it simply “going,” “going where”? Because all living beings are going somewhere.

TWENTY-FIVE YEARS FROM NOW

I was once asked if I could imagine what Brazil would be like twenty-five years from now. No, not even twenty-five minutes from now, let alone twenty-five years. But my impression-hope is that in a not-too-distant future, we might come to realize that today’s chaotic events were just our first few hesitant steps in tuning up and orchestrating ourselves for an economic situation worthier of a man, a woman, a child. This is because the people have already shown signs of greater political maturity than many politicians, and will one day end up leading the leaders. Twenty-five years from now, the people will have spoken out and had far more of a say.

However, while I may not be able to look into the future, I can at least hope. I can hope fervently that the most urgent of all problems has been resolved, namely, hunger. Far sooner, though, than twenty-five years from now, because there is no time to lose: millions of men, women and children are literally dying on their feet and should, technically, be in a hospital for the undernourished. Levels of poverty are so high that the government would be justified in declaring a state of emergency, as if for a public disaster. Except that it’s far worse than that: hunger is endemic here, an organic part of body and soul. And, in the majority of cases, when you describe the physical, moral and mental characteristics of a Brazilian, you hardly notice that what you’re actually describing are the physical, moral and mental symptoms of hunger. Leaders who make it their goal to find an economic solution to the problem of food shortages will be as blessed by us as the world will bless those who discover a cure for cancer.

September 23, 1967

SPRING AT TYPING SPEED

The first warm days of the new season, as old as a first intake of breath. And yet I can’t help but smile. Without actually looking at myself in the mirror, I can tell that my smile is as idiotic as the angels.

Long before the new season arrived, there were already signs: an unexpected warmth in the wind, a new sweetness in the air. It’s impossible, impossible that such sweetness will not bring more sweetnesses, says my breaking heart.

Impossible, echoes back the still fresh, yet mordant warmth of spring. Impossible that such an air will not bring with it the love of the world, repeats my heart, cracking open its parched self with a smile. Not even realizing that it’s already brought love, that this is love. That first still-fresh warmth brings—everything. Only and indivisibly that: everything.

And everything is a lot for a suddenly debilitated heart, which can only bear the very least of anything, can only want a little and then only little by little. Today I feel a kind of, yes, mordant future memory of today. And to think that I never gave what I am feeling now to anyone or anything. Did I give it to myself? Only insofar as such fragile nerves, such gentle deaths, can cope with the pungency of goodness. Ah, how I want to die. I have never yet experienced dying—what an open road lies ahead. Dying will have the same indivisible pungency as goodness. To whom will I give my death, a death that will be like the first fresh warm days of a new season. Ah, pain is so much more bearable, more graspable than spring’s promise of frigid, liquid joy. I hope to die with the same degree of modesty: the pungency of goodness. Not that I want to die before I actually do die—because it’s so delicious to prolong that promise. I want to prolong it with great subtlety. I take a bath, I take nourishment from the very best and finest of life, because nothing is too good as I prepare myself for the arrival of this new season. I want the best oils and perfumes, I want only the best kind of life, I want the most delicate of waitings, I want the finest as well as the richest meats to eat, I want my flesh to dissolve into spirit and my spirit to dissolve into flesh, I want those fine mixtures—everything that will secretly prepare me for those first moments yet to come. In this initiated state, I can sense the change of season. And I wish I could enjoy the lush life of an enormous fruit. Inside that fruit taking shape within me, inside that succulent fruit, there is room for the lightest of insomnias, namely, my keen animal wisdom: a veil of alertness, just enough to be able to sense what is to come. Ah, being able to sense something is far pleasanter than the unbearable acuity of goodness. And let me not forget, in this fine battle of mine, that the most difficult thing to understand is happiness. Let me not forget that the steepest of wind-battered climbs is being able to smile with genuine happiness. Because, for one reason and another, that is what I have found hardest to grasp: the infinite delicacy of happiness. For when I linger too long in it and try to grasp its feather-light vastness, my eyes fill with tears of exhaustion: I grow weak before the beauty of what exists and what will exist. And during that whole ongoing apprenticeship, I still cannot grasp the initial joy of life.

Will I manage to capture the infinitely sweet joy of dying? Ah, how it troubles me, not being able to live well and therefore not being able to die well either. How it troubles me that there might be those who do not understand that I will die while rushing headlong into the dizzy happiness of spring. But not for one instant will I hasten the coming of that happiness—because living and waiting for it is my vestal vigil. Day and night I will keep the candle burning—make it last through this very best of waitings. The first warm days of spring … ah, that is love! Happiness plants a daughterly smile on my face. I am perfectly groomed and coiffed. Except that I can barely stand the waiting now. It’s so good that I run the risk of overtaking myself, of missing my first primaveral death, and, in sweaty anticipation of so much tepid waiting, dying before I get there. Dying out of sheer curiosity, because I want to know now what the new season will be like.

But I will wait. I will wait, savoring delicately, modestly, parsimoniously, each tiny crumb of everything. I want it all because nothing is too good for my death which is my life, a life so eternal that it already exists, it already is.

September 30, 1967

FOR THE RICH WHO ARE ALSO GOOD PEOPLE

I was honored to receive a message from Dr. Abraão Akerman, one of the world’s greatest neurologists: he wanted to make use of my column.

I had received a message from him before: he would like to give me an interview on the subject of men and women, by which he must mean love. When I received the second message, I thought the moment for that interview had arrived. I asked him, but he wrote back, saying no: he would only give me an interview if I wanted one. Of course I did, even if it was about men and women from the neurological point of view.

So I went to visit him one Sunday afternoon. Dr. Akerman is a very cultured individual: as well as being an expert in the field of neurology, he is up to date on the very best literature, even sending to Europe for books. And he has a very select record collection.

After chatting for a while—and what we chatted about would itself make a fascinating interview—after chatting for a while, we moved on to the subject of today’s column, which involves the moneyed classes, science, taxes, people who have a good heart and who, above all, take action. Am I being enigmatic? All will become clear when I tell you what Dr. Akerman himself said to me:

“In order to pursue our research and reveal new horizons, I and various other people who work in isolation, researching and teaching, need help and not just now and then. Believing as I do in the infinite possibilities of Brazil and our younger generation, I would like that initiative to come from Brazilians, without having to resort to help from foreigners.

“New laws passed during the last two years make such an initiative easier for the very rich, since, as in many foreign countries, especially the United States, such generosity is tax deductible. That same generosity could benefit other activities important to the Brazilian people, funding orchestras, museums and so on.”

As the conversation continued, I learned that a wonderful new electroencephalograph worth fifty thousand new cruzeiros was recently donated to the Neurological Center of which Dr. Akerman is the director. Obviously, that donation was not made without due consideration being given to how useful such a machine could be.

Private donations are currently rare because few organizations can use those donations to maximum advantage. The big industrialists and teachers who visit from abroad are always surprised at the amount of modern equipment that exists in public institutions, but which remains unused. The staff simply don’t know how to use them. These are hugely expensive purchases, bought with taxpayers’ money, of machines for which there are no technicians.

And yet we all know of private organizations that make good use of scientific instruments.

Unfortunately, the nation can often prove to be a very absentminded boss and, when the machine arrives, it’s abandoned with no regard for the public interest.

Dr. Akerman added:

“Let’s hope that there are many more such private donations—they in no way contradict official regulations and they honor those who want our country to reach the scientific level it deserves to reach.”

Dr. Akerman mentioned Mellon, the big banker who donated enormous sums of money to American museums, and said:

“The rich must get into the habit of giving. Now is the time to give.”

October 7, 1967

BAD LANGUAGE IN THE THEATER

I myself never use bad language because when I was a child no one in our household did and I got used to expressing myself in a different sort of parlance. But I’m never shocked by swear words—the kind that express what another word could not. There are certain plays, such as A volta ao lar (Fernanda Montenegrofn1 is excellent) or Dois perdidos numa noite suja (Fauzi Arap and Nelson Xavier,fn2 both excellent), which could simply not exist without swearing because of the world they evoke and the characters who inhabit it. Those two plays, for example, are of a very high quality and should certainly not be bowdlerized.

Besides, the average theatergoer already has a fair idea of the kind of play he or she is going to see, even if only from hearsay. If you’re going to feel uncomfortable or scandalized by swear words, then why buy a ticket?

Furthermore, plays are age-rated, and normally no one under sixteen can go, and that, in itself, is a guarantee. Then again, most modern young people of that age and below already know and use plenty of swear words.

So what then is the problem with using swear words in a play if the text calls for it? Besides, like it or not, swear words are part of the Portuguese language.

CHACRINHA?!

I’d heard so many people talking about Chacrinha that I finally turned on the TV to watch his program, which seemed to me to last a lot longer than an hour.

I was utterly astonished. I am told that his program is currently the most popular in Brazil. But why? The man appears to be demented, and I’m using the word in its proper sense. And the audience was packed. It’s a kind of talent show for amateurs, or so I gathered from what I saw. It occupies what is called prime time. The man wears absurd outfits, the contestant performs his or her party piece, and if he or she fails to please, then Chacrinha sounds his hooter and sends them packing. There’s something sadistic about Chacrinha, you sense that he gets a certain pleasure out of blowing his hooter. And he repeats the same jokes over and over—does the man simply lack imagination or is he obsessed?

And the contestants? Oh, that’s so depressing. They are of all ages. And in every one of them you see the same longing to appear on television, to show off, to become famous, even at the cost of being humiliated and making complete and utter fools of themselves. Even seventy-year-olds take part. With a few exceptions, the contestants are all from humble backgrounds and all look undernourished. And yet the audience applauds. There are money prizes for those who guess the number of honks Chacrinha will give, at least that’s what happened on the one program I watched. Is it the chance of winning some money, like with the lottery, that makes the program so popular? Or are we just a mean-spirited people? Is there a sadistic streak in the viewers which allows them to take pleasure in Chacrinha’s sadism?

I simply don’t understand it. Our television, with a few exceptions, is usually pretty poor and overloaded with commercials, but Chacrinha was just too much. I simply don’t understand the phenomenon. And I felt sad, disappointed: I had hoped the Brazilian public would want something better.

October 14, 1967

DIES IRAE

I woke up in a rage. No, I don’t like the world at all. The majority of people are dead and don’t know it, or else are alive but live like charlatans. And love, instead of giving, makes demands. And anyone who does love us wants us to fulfill some need of theirs. Lying brings remorse. And not lying is a gift the world does not deserve. And I can’t even do what that partially paralyzed girl did to voice her rage, namely, smash a vase. I am not partially paralyzed. Although something inside tells me that we are all partially paralyzed. And we die without so much as an explanation. Even worse—without so much as an explanation we live. And having maids—let’s be honest here and call them servants—is an offense against humanity. And being obliged to be what people call “presentable” infuriates me. Why can’t I walk around in rags, like the men I sometimes see in the street with a beard down to their chest and a Bible in their hand, those gods who have made madness a way of understanding the world? And why, just because I’ve written a few things, is it assumed that I must continue to write? I warned my sons that I had woken up in a rage, and they ignored me. But I don’t want to ignore it. I would like to do something to finally break the tense tendon sustaining my heart.

What about those who simply give up? I know one woman who did just that and she lives reasonably well: her way of living involves keeping herself occupied. But no occupation pleases her. And nothing I have done in life pleases me. Plus, anything I did do in a loving way has shattered into pieces. I didn’t even know how to love, I really didn’t. And now they’ve created an Illiteracy Day. I only read the headline, and refused to read the article. I refuse to read the world’s articles, the headlines are enough to enrage me. And there’s far too much commemorating going on. There are wars all the time. A whole world of partially paralyzed people. And we wait in vain for a miracle. And anyone who isn’t waiting for a miracle is even worse off, with still more vases to be smashed. And the churches are full of those who fear God’s wrath. And of those asking for his grace, which would be the opposite of his wrath.

No, I don’t feel sorry for those who die of hunger. I feel only rage. And I think it’s right to steal in order to eat.—I’ve just been interrupted by a phone call from a girl called Teresa, who was really pleased when I remembered her. I do remember: she was a complete stranger who appeared in the hospital one day, during the almost three months I spent there, recovering from the burns I suffered in a fire.fn3 She sat down, said nothing at first, then spoke a little. Then she left. And she phoned me just now to have a frank conversation, saying that I shouldn’t write crônicas for the newspaper or anything of the sort. That she and many others wanted me to be myself, even if I am getting paid. That many people buy my books and want me to be the same me in the newspaper too. I said Yes, partly because that’s how I would like things to be as well, and partly to show Teresa, who didn’t appear to be partially paralyzed, that one can still say Yes.

Yes, dear God, one can still say Yes. But then, just now, at this very moment, something strange happened. I am writing in the morning, and the weather has suddenly grown so dark that I had to turn on the lights. And then I received another phone call: from a friend asking me in some alarm if it had grown dark where I am too. Yes, it’s black night here at ten o’clock in the morning. It’s the wrath of God. And if that darkness becomes rain, then bring on the flood, but with no ark this time, since we have failed to make a world in which we can live, not that we, in our paralyzed state, know how to live. Because if the flood doesn’t return, then Sodom and Gomorrah will, and that would be one solution. Why allow one pair of every species into the ark? At least human couples have only produced children, but not that other nonexistent life, the one that made me wake up in a rage.

Teresa, when you visited me in hospital, you found me all bandaged up and immobile. Today, you would find me even more immobile. Today I am paralyzed and dumb. And if I try to speak, all that emerges is a sad little roar. Ah, so it’s not just rage? No, it’s sadness too.

October 21, 1967

STRENGTH AND FRAGILITY

And I felt a sudden unbearable pain in my left eye, which began watering, turning the world all blurry. And distorted too, because when you close one eye, the other eye automatically half closes too. On four occasions in less than a year, a foreign object has entered my left eye: twice it was a speck of dust, once it was a grain of sand, and the fourth time an eyelash. On those four occasions I had to consult whichever ophthalmologist happened to be on duty. The last time, I asked Dr. Murilo Carvalho, an eye surgeon working for a chain of opticians, who is also an artist in the making, fulfilling his vocation by taking care of what you might call our vision of the world:

“Why is it always my left eye? Mere coincidence?”

He said No, however normal your eyesight might be, one of your eyes sees more than the other, and so is more sensitive. He called it the “dominant eye.” And, he said, because it is more sensitive, it traps the foreign object rather than expelling it.

Which means that the best eye is the one that suffers most. It is, at once, stronger and more fragile, it attracts problems—far from being imaginary, what could be more real than the unbearable pain of a dust mote wounding and scratching one of the most delicate parts of the body.

Food for thought.

Does this only happen with the eyes? Could it be that the person who sees most, and who is, therefore, stronger, is also the one who feels and suffers most? The one most racked by pain as real as having a speck of dust in your eye.

Food for thought.

YES

I said to a friend:

“Life has always demanded too much of me.”

She said:

“Don’t forget that you have always demanded too much of life.”

Yes.

AN UNUSUAL INCIDENT AND A REQUEST

I received a neatly typed letter, with not a single grammatical error and no fancy phrases, although it was perhaps a tad overly respectful: he addresses me throughout using the very formal Vossa Senhoria.

The letter is from Fernando Bernardes, who apologizes for “taking up my valuable time.” He writes: “I am a modest man, working as a night watchman on construction sites, and reading has become my companion, helping to keep me awake through the night.” He goes on to say that a friend lent him one of my “excellent” books, although he doesn’t say which one. And then he asks if I could send him a few used books because “I earn very little, and certainly not enough for me to buy new ones.”

The letter surprised and touched me. What is such a man doing working as a night watchman?

I phoned the writer Umberto Peregrino, director of the National Book Institute, and told him about the letter, and he immediately ordered a selection of books to be sent to the man.

May I ask my readers a favor? Could you also surprise Fernando Bernardes by sending him some used books? His address is: Rua Imarui, 124, Bangu. Thank you.

MY NEIGHBOR’S BOOK

I was sent a book accompanied by a letter. It’s a book of short stories, entitled A Journey in Circles, and the author is José Luís Janot. I learned from his letter that he lives almost opposite me: from my small terrace, I could look into his apartment, where, according to his description, I would see: “white walls, a brief flight of stairs, a door and blue-framed windows.” He says that, on the night of the fire in my apartment, he saw “a great cloud of smoke, and, guessing that it was your apartment, I raced downstairs.” He adds: “on that dreadful night, when I least expected it, I found myself instinctively praying to some god that nothing irreparable would happen to you.” Thank you, dear neighbor, for your prayers and for the book.

I read the stories. They’re good. On the inside flap I learned that this is his first book. It doesn’t feel like it. There’s no sense of this being the work of a beginner lacking in confidence. The note also says that, although this book marks his debut, the author is no neophyte. “He underwent a long process of maturation before he felt ready to face the public.” If I were to write a review, I would probably go into more detail. But I am not a reviewer. I will say only that A Journey in Circles is a good book and I enjoyed reading it.

October 28, 1967

SPRING SUITE SWISS-STYLE

Winter in Berne, the tomb opening—there are the fields, and there is the grass and all the other greenery. New leaves, leaves, how to separate you from the wind? One sneeze followed by another, springtime sneezes, outside the window, an attentive spring with a slight cold. Cobwebs around her fingers, the well in the garden revealed—but such a smell of new steel emanating from the tiny yellow, yellowing flowers. Leaves, leaves, how to separate you from the breeze? Where can I hide from this eyes-wide-open brightness? I have lost all the cozy corners where I used to meditate. But if I put on a white dress and go out, I will be lost in the light—and lost again—and lost again in that slow leap up to a higher plane—and how will I find the spring in my absence? Rosa, please iron my blackest dress. On those higher planes growing gradually calmer—and even calmer on the next one—and the next—I will be the only possible me, barely mobile in this century and the next and the next of this silent lucidity, O inhospitable Spring. Or perhaps I will race through this new era—traversing this new pathless world—with a thousand scintillating sneezes and with plants in their thousands too. I will pause, panting, only there where my heart beats faster, the one marker in your emptiness, O Spring: me in black and you in gold, me with a flower in my hair, you with a thousand flowers in yours, which is how we will recognize each other. Just in case, I will carry a book in one hand and, in the other, a great deal of hesitation, I am tall and have a slight cold: you will recognize me by my handkerchief and my sneezing. And in the midst of this odious empty sky, which I breathe in and breathe in—I will recognize you by your blind wind and by my own fine flowering of sneezes.

In this sleepy spring, the goats are dreaming in the fields. The fish is in the aquarium on the hotel terrace. And there up in the hills is the solitary faun. Days and days and days and beyond—in the countryside the wind, the impudent dreams of the goats, the hollow fish in the aquarium—that sudden spring kleptomania, and the faun, cheeks already flushed, as he bounds along alone. Yes, but only until the summer comes and a hundred thousand apples ripen in the autumn.

I bite into the fruit and throw half away, I’ve never pitied the spring. I drink water direct from the fountain in the street, I don’t wipe my mouth with my handkerchief, I lost my handkerchief and I lost the winter, but I don’t care, I’ve never pitied the spring. Somehow I peer through the keyhole, visiting you in the sacred hour of your sleep, I’ve never pitied the spring. As for the swimming pool, I spend hours and hours there, trembling as the last winter chills set the first cold leaves trembling. Just look at the pool! I look, unmoved. I’ve never pitied the spring.

Insomnia makes the dimly lit city levitate, no door is closed, no window unlit. What are they waiting for? They are waiting. The already warm cinemas are empty. Around the streetlights something is germinating. The last snow melted ages ago. The banks of the river, the invasion of couples sitting together at tables, a few with small children asleep on their laps, while others fall asleep on the hard pavement. Conversations drag. The worst thing is this wide-awake brightness, the streetlights of Berne buzzing with mosquitoes. And how we walk and walk. Dust on my sandals, no destination. No, things are not looking good. Ah, at last, the Cathedral, shelter, darkness.

But the Cathedral is warm and wide open.

Full of mosquitoes.

November 4, 1967

THE GREAT PUNISHMENTS

I met Leopoldo on my very first day at the kindergarten in Rua Formosa in Recife.fn4 And by the second day we had already become the class impossibles. We spent the year hearing the teacher bawling out our names—but I don’t really know why, because even though we were hard to handle, she clearly liked us. She tried sitting us at different desks, but that didn’t work because Leopoldo and I simply talked to each other more loudly, which had a bad effect on class discipline. Then we went on to our first year at elementary school. And for our new teacher we were again the class impossibles. We always got very good grades, although never for behavior.

Until the day when the very commanding headmistress came into the class and spoke softly to the teacher. First, I will describe what it was really about, then how I actually felt. It was simply a matter of using tests to raise the intellectual level of children in the state. Any children who were, in the teacher’s opinion, brighter than the others, would take the test intended for the year above, because their own year’s test would be too easy. That’s all it was.

However, when the headmistress left, the teacher announced to the class: Leopoldo and Clarice will be taking a sort of exam with the fourth year students, and that was when I experienced one of the great traumas of my life. The teacher gave no further explanation, but the fact that our two names had once again been mentioned together revealed to me that the hour of divine punishment had come. I was a cheerful child, but also easily brought to tears, and I began to sob quietly. Leopoldo immediately came over to console me, explaining that it really wasn’t important. In vain: I was born to be the guilty party, the one born with original sin.

And suddenly there we were with the fourth grade kids, with a teacher we had never met and in a classroom we had never seen before. My fears grew and tears poured down my cheeks, dripping onto my chest. They sat Leopoldo and me side by side. Printed sheets were handed out, and the stern teacher then said these incomprehensible words:

“Do not look at the paper until I say now. Only start to read when I tell you to. And the moment I say stop, you must stop writing at once.”

We received our printed sheets. Leopoldo was completely unfazed, while I grew ever more panic-stricken. For one thing, I didn’t know what an exam was, since I had never taken one. And when the teacher said Now, my muffled sobs grew louder. Apart from my father, Leopoldo was my first male protector, and he played this part so well that I have accepted and wanted male protection ever since—Leopoldo told me to calm down, to read the questions and answer them as best I could. In vain: by then, my sheet of paper was soggy with tears and when I tried to read the questions, I couldn’t see for crying. I didn’t write a single word, I wept and suffered as I would only suffer later on in life and for different reasons. Leopoldo was not only writing, he was also looking after me.

When the teacher yelled Stop!, I had still not finished weeping. She called me over, and I said nothing, but she kindly explained that we were the brightest pupils in our year group, etc. etc., words I only understood some days later, once I had recovered. I never found out the result of the exam, and I don’t think we were supposed to.

In my third year, I changed schools. And at the entrance exam for the Ginásio Pernambucano, there was Leopoldo again, and it was just as if we had never been parted. He continued to be my protector. I remember once using some slang expression, of whose rude origins I was completely ignorant. And Leopoldo said: “Don’t say that word again.” “Why?” “You’ll understand when you’re older.”

In the third year of high school, my family moved to Rio. I only saw Leopoldo again once, by chance, in the street, when we were both adults. We had become two shy people traveling in the same bus almost without speaking. We were still those same impossibles, only in a different way.

Leopoldo is Leopoldo Nachbin. I found out that in the first year of his engineering degree, he solved a theorem that had been considered insoluble since antiquity. And that he had been summoned to the Sorbonne to explain how he had arrived at the solution. He is now one of the greatest mathematicians in the world today.

As for me? I’m less of a crybaby.

November 11, 1967

IN FAVOR OF FEAR

I am convinced that during the Stone Age, I must have been wounded by the love of some man, because a certain secret fear of mine dates from that time.

Be that as it may, one warm night, I was sitting chatting politely to a civilized gentleman who was wearing a dark suit and had very correct fingernails. I was, as Sérgio Portofn5 would say, feeling perfectly at ease, and eating some guava. Then the man says: “Shall we go for a little stroll?”

No. I am going to tell the naked truth. What he said was: “Shall we go for a paseíto?”fn6

I didn’t have time to find out the nature of that paseíto, because I immediately heard, coming from thousands of centuries ago, the rumble of the first stone in an avalanche: my heart. Who was it? Who, in the Stone Age, took me out for a paseíto from which I never returned, because I’m still there?

I don’t know what hidden terror lies hidden in the monstrous delicacy of that word paseíto.

Once my first heart had rumbled through the centuries, and I had golloped down another little guava—I felt absurdly alarmed by what was a most improbable danger.

I say “improbable” now, reassured as I am by nice manners, by a particularly ruthless police force, and by my own self, which is as slippery as the most mimetic of eels. But I would really love to know what I would have said back then in the Stone Age, when they shook me down from my leafy tree—when I was still almost at the monkey stage. Ah, those were the days, I really must spend more time in the country.

Anyway, once I had golloped down my little guava, I turned pale, my natural color draining from my cheeks in an appropriately civilized fashion; my fear was far too vertical in time to leave any trace on the surface. Besides, it wasn’t fear. It was sheer terror. The collapse of my entire future. The man, my equal, who had murdered me for love, and yet that is what people call love, and it is love.

A paseíto? That’s what they must have said to Little Red Riding Hood, who only later on took care to take care of herself. “I’m going to play it safe and, just in case, hide under these leaves”—where did that little jingle come from? I don’t know, but they do say that Pernambucansfn7 never lie.

I hope the Man who may perhaps recognize himself in this tale of a fear will forgive me. Let him be in no doubt that, as they say, “it’s entirely my problem.” Let him be in no doubt that I should have taken his invitation for what it really was, tantamount to him sending me a bunch of roses: a courtesy, it was a warm night, his car was parked outside. And let him be in no doubt either that—in the simplistic division between good and evil imposed on me by the centuries—I know he’s the Good Man in the Cave Next Door Only Five Wives Never Beats Any of Them All Very Happy. And I hope he understands—I appeal to his good nature—that I am perfectly well aware that a man like him from the Brazilian-Argentinian border uses the word paseíto quite innocently, while for me it carried within it the terrible threat of a caress. I thank him for using that precise word, which, being new to me, gave me a real shock.

I explained to the Man that, being a very refined young woman, I could not go for a paseíto. Having undergone centuries of training, I am now the most refined of the refined, and, however unnecessarily, I will hide under these leaves just in case.

The Man in question did not insist, although I can’t say he was pleased. We looked at each other for less than a fraction of a second—over the centuries, the Man and I have come to understand each other very well, and all it takes now is a fraction of a second—and my spluttered-out No echoed scandalously around the walls of the cave that had always favored the Man’s desires.

After the Man’s hasty retreat, here I am safe, but still frightened. Had I escaped by the skin of my teeth a paseíto where I could have lost my life? Nowadays, people always lose their lives so randomly.

Once the Man had gone, I realized that I felt joyful and revivified. Oh, not because of that invitation to go for a paseíto, we women have spent millennia being invited out for paseítos, we’re used to it and are quite contented; we rarely get whipped for it. I was happy and radically changed—by fear.

Because I am all in favor of fear.

For certain fears—not the mean little ones, but those with ineradicable roots—have provided me with my most incomprehensible reality. I am delighted by the illogicality of my fears, which lend me an almost embarrassing aura. Beneath my veneer of cheerful modesty, I can barely conceal my great talent for succumbing to fears.

But in the case of this particular fear, I again wonder what could possibly have happened to me in the Stone Age. It can’t have been anything natural, or I would not to this day preserve that nervous sidelong look, and would not have made myself so discreetly invisible, sneakily taking on the colors of the shadows and of greenery, always keeping close to the wall on sidewalks, while affecting a brisk, businesslike pace. It can’t have been anything natural, since I am, whether I like it or not, a natural being, so nothing natural would have frightened me. Or did I even then—in the age of caves which is still my secret home—did I even then become neurotically fixated on the naturalness or otherwise of a paseíto?

Yes, but having a slightly skewed heart has its advantages: it means I have a good nose for things, a sense of which way the wind is blowing, wisdom, keen instincts, experience of deaths, an ability to read the future in a pool of water, as well as being happily maladapted, for maladaptation, I find, has proved to be my wellspring. For I know when heavy rain is coming because the mosquitoes tell me so, and that cutting my hair when it’s a new moon will make it grow stronger, that saying a name I dare not say will bring delay and great misfortune, and that tethering the devil to the table leg with some red thread has at least tied up some of my own demons. And I know—with my heart which, having for centuries always avoided the spotlight, lurks in the shadows to the left—I know that the Man is a stranger to himself, but his very innocence means that he is also natural.

No, my oblique heart is absolutely right, even if the facts openly contradict me. A paseíto means certain death, and the victim’s horrified face gazes up, glassy-eyed, at the full, full-of-itself moon.

November 18, 1967

A PERFECT ENCOUNTER

When Maria Bonomifn8 was in Rio, we had lunch together in a restaurant and drank a full-bodied red wine that, afterward, sent me into a long, deep sleep, untroubled by nightmares. While I was sleeping, she was catching the plane to São Paulo, where she lives with José Alves Antunes Filho, her husband, one of the best theater directors we have, and Cassio, my godson. Cassio had been complaining about me for a while: everyone else has a godmother close at hand, whereas he is obliged to relate to me through photos in the São Paulo press. I found out that he’d already had two girlfriends, and had broken up with the second one because she hit him. That’s quite wrong: men hit women. I decided, on the advice of a friend, to buy him a machine gun, the sort that spits fire and makes a lot of noise, so that he could find his natural male aggression, so cruelly slighted by his girlfriend. And one of these days, I will make a special visit to São Paulo to devote myself entirely to my godson. I don’t want to talk to anyone else, just him. Also because I’m afraid that his father (like Martim Gonçalves in Rio) is keen to persuade me to write something for the theater, which he would then direct. I would find it even more impossible to write a screenplay, as movie directors Walter Hugo Khouri and Maurício Ritner wanted. One of their arguments was that my writing is very visual. If it is, though, that’s purely unconscious. If I ever had to make something consciously visual, I would get completely blocked.

But let us return to my friend and mother of my godson, Maria Bonomi Antunes. When did I first meet her? In Washington or in New York? Well, anyway, she hadn’t changed one bit: she’s more than just pretty, there’s something very free about her, and she has twinkling eyes that immediately grow serious when she talks about her art. Maria is a mixture of lucidity and instinct, which makes her a complete being. Our encounter was such an encounterish encounter that, when we said goodbye, Maria said “See you tomorrow.” I felt renewed by her, and I hope she felt slightly renewed by me, not that she needs renewing.

We started by bringing each other up to date on our daily lives. Then I asked about her work. She can barely cope, what with working and selling her work, and success is getting in her way. She’s even had to employ a secretary. I can understand that. My small success abroad sometimes gets in the way of my close relationship with my typewriter. I don’t have a secretary because any business I have is minimal, phoning publishers when necessary, and endlessly putting off replying to letters from foreign publishers. We discussed success. Maria thinks that, when you reach that particular impasse, the only solution is to become a professional. I have always been an amateur, a compulsive amateur, but an amateur nonetheless. And I have a dread of professionalization. Maria doesn’t and is currently looking into the matter.

As for my work, she thinks my most recent book is premature in the sense of being ahead of its time, ahead of me even; she thinks I wrote it too early, perhaps in a desire to complete the circle.

Then we talked about our respective astigmatisms, which means that while we have to wear glasses to read, our far vision gets better and better. Which is also rather symbolic.

I am now considering becoming a professional. Not a bad idea. The time has come to cross my Ts and dot my Is: that would be a way of taking charge of myself, which will not be easy.

I’m afraid she’ll have missed her plane, because we had so much to talk about: she was supposed to be at the airport by three o’clock, and it was already three when she dropped me outside my house. Antunes would be furious, waiting impatiently and anxiously for her return. More than that: the journalist and novelist Antônio Callado was staying with them and Antunes wanted Maria to come home in order to welcome him and fulfill her role as mistress of the house. We then talked about the problem of being mistress of the house at the very moment when one is immersed in thinking about one’s art. How to reconcile the two? But women do end up reconciling them, it’s a gift we have.

We talked about the importance of eating and sleeping. Perhaps that’s why I slept for so long afterward. This was what got in the way of my phone call to Otto Lara Resende:fn9 it was Saturday, I phoned him, and he was asleep, and then when he phoned me back, I was asleep. I ended up asking Helena, Otto’s wife, the question I needed to ask him. I only managed to speak to him at half past ten at night, just as he was heading out the door to visit Hélio Pellegrino.fn10 We complained, with pleasure, about our respective naps. But, by then, at half past ten, I was wide awake: I had just been to see Khouri’s movie, O corpo ardente. I would have gone to see it anyway because he was the director. This time, though, there was another reason: Marly de Oliveira,fn11 my goddaughter by marriage, and Maria Bonomi had both said that the lead actress, Barbara Laage, looked extraordinarily like me. Maria added: she’s like you, but her face is rather impassive, less expressive. But she really does look like you, in terms of prettiness, of course. Another friend said that her mouth and chin were different, that mine are much softer. It felt rather uncomfortable seeing myself on screen. But I coveted the actress’s clothes as if, given our close resemblance, I had every right to wear them. What I really liked, though, was the black horse that appears in the movie. The liberating way it has of shaking its head and long neck is just beautiful. I actually identified more with the horse than I did with Barbara Laage. I even used to have a habit of tossing my hair back like that: an attempt at liberation. Fortunately, I no longer need to make that gesture. Well, sometimes I do.

But I was talking about my fine encounter with Maria. We even ate well too, although we didn’t pay much attention to the food: we were completely absorbed by our encounter. Did you miss that half past three flight, Maria? And did you give Antônio Callado my message? If he doesn’t realize I was joking, he’ll be angry with me. Anyway, Maria, see you soon. I’ll come to São Paulo to visit Cassio. And, if I can, I’ll send the machine gun before that, so that—fair’s fair—he can exact his revenge.

November 25, 1967

WHEN TO CRY

There is a good way of crying and a bad way. The bad way is when the tears flow unstoppably and yet give no relief. This simply exhausts you and leaves you feeling completely empty. A friend asked me if that kind of crying was like the crying of a starving child. It is. When you feel that kind of crying coming on, do your best to resist it: it will get you nowhere. Far better to try and be strong and hold back the tears. That’s hard to do, but easier than turning as pale as if all the blood has drained out of you.

However, it isn’t always necessary to be strong. We should respect our own weakness. Those tears are gentle, the tears of a legitimate sadness that we have every right to feel. They flow slowly, and when they reach your lips, they leave a pure, salty taste, the product of our deepest sorrow.

Seeing a man cry is very moving. He, the fighter, has realized that fighting is sometimes futile. I have a lot of respect for a man who cries. And I have seen men cry.

THE SILENT GIRL FROM MINAS GERAISfn12

Aninha is a very silent girl who works here in my apartment. And when she speaks, she does so in a very muffled voice, on the rare occasions when she does speak. Now, even though I’ve never had a maid called Aparecida, whenever I go to call Aninha, Aparecida is the name that immediately springs to my lips. That’s because she’s like a silent apparition. One morning, she was tidying a corner of the living room, and I was in another corner, doing some embroidery. Suddenly—no, not suddenly, nothing is sudden in her, everything seems to be a prolongation of her silence. No, like a prolongation of that silence—I heard her voice say: “Do you write books, Senhora?” Somewhat surprised, I said that I did. Without interrupting her tidying or raising her voice, she asked if I could lend her one. I felt embarrassed. I was frank though: I told her that she wouldn’t like my books because they were rather complicated. It was then, as she continued her tidying, and in an even more muffled voice, that she said: “I like complicated things. I don’t like sugared water.”

THE CLAIRVOYANT

My cook is called Jandira. But she’s a strong woman. In fact, she’s a clairvoyant. When one of my sisters was visiting me, Jandira came into the living room, looked at her very seriously and suddenly said: “The journey you’re planning will take place, and you are going through a particularly happy time in your life.” Then she left the room. My sister eyed me in alarm. Slightly embarrassed, I made a gesture indicating that it had nothing to do with me, at the same time saying: “She’s a clairvoyant you see.” My sister responded calmly: “I see. Well, we all get the cook we deserve.”

GRATITUDE?

One day, when I gave her her wages, including a promised raise, that same Jandira—may God preserve her, because she’s an excellent cook—stood there counting the money while I waited to see if the amount was correct. When she finished counting, she didn’t say a word, but bent down and kissed my left shoulder. What?!

“THE THING”

But another maid I had was no joke. I would say: “Ivone.” And she would carry on sweeping, with her back to me. I would say again: “Ivone.” No response. Then I would say: “Ivone, would you please answer me?” Then she would whirl around and scream: “Stop it!”

Then one fine morning, some time later, the same thing happened again as I was giving her money for the shopping, and this time I did react. And I don’t know how I managed to respond so calmly. I said: “Today I’m the one to say ‘stop it.’ I want you to find another job and I wish you all the best in your new post.” To which she responded in an unexpectedly reedy voice, in the sweetest, humblest, most groveling voice you can imagine: “Yes, Senhora.” And she phoned me several times after she left and even occasionally dropped in to see me.

December 2, 1967

WHAT LIES BEHIND DEVOTION

I don’t know if you remember me telling you about my maid Aninha: I said she was from Minas Gerais and barely spoke, and when she did it was in the muffled voice of someone from beyond the grave. I also mentioned that, while tidying the living room, she unexpectedly asked me, in a still more muffled voice, if she could read one of my books, and I said they were too complicated, to which she retorted in exactly the same muffled tone that that’s precisely what she liked, that she didn’t like sugared water.

Well, she has been transformed. How she has grown and evolved! She even initiates conversations now, and her voice is much clearer. I didn’t want to give her one of my books to read, because I didn’t want to create an overliterary atmosphere at home, and so I pretended I had forgotten her request. Instead, I gave her a detective novel I had translated. After a few days, she said: “I’ve finished reading that book, and I liked it, but I did find it a bit childish. I’d like to read one of your books.” She’s persistent, the girl from Minas Gerais. And she actually used the word “childish.”

In that same column, I also mentioned my strange tendency to want to call her Aparecida. As it happens I have never had a maid called Aparecida or a friend or an acquaintance. One day, I forgot and I did actually call out to her: “Aparecida!” Not in the least surprised, she asked: “Who’s Aparecida?” The moment had come to offer her an explanation, which I didn’t have. In the end, I said: “I’ve no idea why I call you Aparecida.” In her new, less muffled voice, she said: “It must be because I just appeared.” Yes, but that wasn’t enough of an explanation. It was my clairvoyant cook, Jandira, who set about trying to solve the mystery. She said that Our Lady of Aparecidafn13 obviously wanted to help me and this was her way of alerting me, by making me call out her name. Jandira wasn’t so much explaining as advising: I should light a candle to Our Lady of Aparecida and, at the same time, make a request. I liked this idea. After all, there was no harm trying. I asked if she could light the candle for me. She said she could, but it would have to be bought with my money. When I gave her the money, she told me this was the moment to make my request. Since I had done so long ago, it was only a matter of fervently recalling it. Our Lady of Aparecida, hear me, what I am asking is both fair and urgent, I have been waiting for far too long.

Speaking of maids, about whom I have always felt guilty and exploitative, I felt even worse after seeing the play The Maids, directed by the excellent Martim Gonçalves. It really upset me. I saw how maids feel inside, I saw how the devotion we often receive from them is filled with a mortal hatred. In Jean Genet’s The Maids, the two maids know that their mistress must die, but their long enslavement to masters and mistresses is too ancient to be overcome. Instead of poisoning their ghastly mistress, one of them takes the poison they had intended for her, and the other one devotes the rest of her life to suffering.

Sometimes that hatred remains unexpressed, and takes the form of a very particular kind of devotion and humility. I once had an Argentinian maid like that. She pseudo-adored me. Precisely at those moments when a woman is looking her worst—for example, getting out of the bath with a towel around her head—she would say: “Oh, you look lovely, Senhora.” She overflattered me. And if ever I asked her a favor, she would reply: “Of course! We Argentinians are always ready to help.” I took her on without any references, and later found out why she had none: she used to work in dodgy hotels and her work consisted in making beds and changing sheets. She had also worked in the theater. I felt sorry for her: I was convinced she must have played a maid on stage too, the kind who walks on and says: “Supper is served, Madame.” She brought Tônia Carrero a cup of coffee once, and when I told Tônia that my maid had been a “colleague” of hers, Tônia had an idea: my maid must have been one of the girls Walter Pinto used in his revues. Her brief conversation with Tônia was quite strange: Tônia: “So you’re from Argentina.” Maid: “Yes, I’m sorry to say.” Tônia: “No need to be sorry, I’ve always been made most welcome by the Argentinians and I really like them.” Carmen—her real name was María del Carmen—later said: “What a lovely lady and so pretty too!” Not flattery this time, but genuine admiration. Carmen was extremely vain. She wore false eyelashes, but because she never bothered to trim the ends, her eyes looked like those of a china doll. In the end, she left without an hour’s notice.

Another maid, who went with me to the United States, stayed on when I left in order to marry an English engineer. In 1963, when I was in Texas to give a twenty-minute lecture on contemporary Brazilian literature, I phoned her in Washington, where she was living. I couldn’t believe it: she was already speaking Portuguese with an American accent: “You really must come and see me!” I told her that I couldn’t afford such a long flight. She insisted: “I’ll pay for your ticket!” Needless to say, I did not accept, and besides, I didn’t have the time.

And then there was the maid whose name I can’t reveal because of professional confidentiality. She was having psychoanalysis—I mean it. Twice a week, she went to see a certain Dr. Neide, whom she would phone whenever she was feeling anxious. At first, she never said she was going to see an analyst, and gave other reasons for her absences. Then, one day, she told me that Dr. Neide had said she thought I would understand and that she should tell me the truth. I did understand, but ultimately, I found the situation untenable. Whenever she was feeling unwell, which happened frequently, she became very rude and uppity, although she would always apologize afterward. She had to have the radio on full blast when she was working, and sang along to it in a loud, shrill voice. If, already driven to distraction, I asked her to make less noise, she would turn up the volume and sing even louder. I put up with it until I could put up with it no longer. I dismissed her very gently. A week later, she phoned me to let off steam: she couldn’t find a job because whenever she told her future employers she was in analysis, they took fright. Since she was alone in Rio and had nowhere to stay, she had spent two nights on a bench in a square, in the cold. I did feel guilty, but what could I do? I am not an analyst and could do little to help in such a serious case. I consoled myself thinking that she was at least being treated by Dr. Neide, a very pleasant doctor, to whom I had talked on the phone once, asking her advice on how best to deal with my maid. It wasn’t the mood swings that got to me: it was her voice. I’m very sensitive to voices, and if I’d had to go on listening to her hysterical chirpings, I would have been the one running to Dr. Neide for help.

December 9, 1967

A THING

I saw a thing. A real thing. It was ten o’clock at night in Praça Tiradentes and the taxi was moving pretty fast. Then I saw a street I will never forget. I’m not going to describe it: it’s mine. All I can say is: it was empty and it was ten o’clock at night. Nothing more. But the seed had been planted.

PIANO LESSON

My father wanted his three daughters to study music. The instrument of choice was the piano, whose purchase involved great sacrifice. And my teacher was enormously fat. She was genuinely obese and had tiny hands. Her name could not have been more appropriate: Dona Pupu. For me, those piano lessons were torture. There were only two things I liked about my lessons. One was a dusty acacia tree that appeared around a bend in the tram line, and for which I waited expectantly. And when it appeared—ah, it really appeared. The other thing was inventing tunes. I preferred inventing to studying. I was nine years old and my mother had died. With my clumsy fingers I can still pick out the little tune I invented then. And why did I write that in the year my mother died? The tune has two parts: the first is gentle, the second half-military, half-violent, a kind of revolt, I suppose. When Dona Pupu played Chopin, I felt nauseous, and I like Chopin. The same thing did not happen when she gave me candy to eat, because she ate them herself. When it came to studying, I was so extremely lazy that I would ask one of my sisters to play the high notes, while I played the lowest or the middle ones. And I was lucky: imagine if my father had wanted me to study the violin. I could also play by ear. But one of my sisters was really talented. She left Dona Pupu to study with Ernani Braga at the Music Conservatory in Recife. And he asked if she would like to become a professional pianist. I don’t know why she didn’t want to. In the evenings, my father would ask us to play for him. I remember him taking a nap one afternoon and waking up to the sound of the radio and demanding excitedly to know what that music was. It was Beethoven. One of my sisters still has a present given to her by Dona Pupu: a pincushion in the form of a china doll covered in silk. Of the three of us, that sister has always been the one most likely to keep things. Sometimes I still ask her to keep certain things for me. What I have kept from Dona Pupu is, above all, that yellow acacia tree. Who lived in that house, I wonder? I was more interested in that than in my piano lessons. How my mind would wander. I would think about all kinds of other things. About Dona Pupu herself. How could such a hugely fat person have such small, delicate hands, which flew over the piano keys? She’s probably dead by now. She would have needed a very large coffin. She was married. How was that possible? In my genuine ignorance, her being married was doubtless one of the problems that preoccupied me during my lessons. There were some steps up to Dona Pupu’s house, where I would sit and play. That’s all I have to say, I think. I, too, moved on to Ernani Braga, and he said I had fragile fingers. I’ll say no more: he, too, died. And my fingers are not fragile. I know that I am strong. And my strength lies in the softness of my fragile, delicate fingers.

UPPERS

I’ve never taken so-called uppers. I want to be alert, but on my own account. I was invited to a party once where people would definitely be taking uppers and smoking weed. My alertness is precious to me. I didn’t go to the party: they said I wouldn’t know anyone there, but that everyone wanted to meet me. So much the worse. I am not public property. And I don’t want to be looked at. Maria Bethânia rang, asking to meet me. Should I or shouldn’t I? People say she’s very nice. I’ll have to decide. People say she talks about herself a lot. Is that what I’m doing too? I don’t want that. I want to be anonymous and private. I want to talk without talking—if such a thing is possible. Maria Bethânia knows me from my books. Thanks to the Jornal do Brasil I’m becoming popular. I get sent roses. One day I will stop. In order to stop becoming and to have become. Why do I write like that? Not that I’m dangerous. And I have friends, male and female. And then there are my sisters, of course, to whom I grow closer and closer. Generally speaking, I can get very close. Which is good and not good. I feel the lack of silence. I used to be silent. Now I communicate, even without speaking. But something is missing. I want to have that something. It’s a kind of freedom, without my having to ask anyone’s permission.

December 16, 1967

GOD’S SWEETNESSES

You will probably already have forgotten my maid, Aninha, the silent girl from Minas Gerais, the one who wanted to read one of my books even if it was complicated, because she didn’t like “sugared water.” And you’ve probably also forgotten that, for some reason, I used to call her Aparecida, which she explained by saying: “It’s because I just appeared.” What I did not perhaps mention was that, in order for her to exist as a person, she needed you to like her.

You may have forgotten her, but I will never forget her. Not her muffled voice or her missing front teeth, which, at our urging, she replaced—a pointless exercise really, since because she always talked and smiled inwardly, you never saw her teeth anyway. I forgot to mention that Aninha was very ugly.

One morning, she took longer than usual to do the shopping. When she finally returned, her smile was as soft as if she had no teeth only gums. Crumpled up in her right hand was the money she had taken with her for the shopping, and in her left hand the shopping bag.

There was something new about her. What it was, I couldn’t tell. Perhaps a greater sweetness. And she was somehow a little more aparecida, as if she had taken a step forward. That new something made us ask suspiciously: what about the shopping? She replied: I didn’t have any money. Surprised, we showed her the money in her hand. She looked and said only: ah. Something else prompted us to look in the shopping bag. It was full of milk bottle tops and empty bottles, as well as grubby bits of paper.

Then she said: I’m going to lie down because I have a terrible pain here—and like a child, she indicated the top of her head. She wasn’t complaining, just telling us. She stayed in bed for hours. She didn’t speak. She was the one who had said she didn’t like that “childish” book, and now her very expression was so childish and clear. Whenever we went to her room and spoke to her, she said she couldn’t get up.

Before I knew it, Jandira, the clairvoyant cook, had called the Rocha Maia hospital for an ambulance, “because the girl’s crazy.” I went to see Aninha. She was silent and, yes, crazy, but I’ve never seen such sweetness.

I explained to Jandira that she should have phoned for an ambulance from the Emergency Psychiatric Unit at the Instituto Pinel. Feeling slightly dizzy, almost on automatic pilot, I phoned. I, too, felt a kind of sweetness inside, which I can’t explain. Yes, I can. It was love for Aninha.

Meanwhile, the ambulance from the Rocha Maia hospital arrived. The doctor made Aninha sit up in bed so that he could examine her. There was, he said, nothing clinically wrong with her. Then he started asking her questions: why had she collected those bottle tops and bits of paper? She replied very gently: to decorate my room. He asked more questions. Ugly, crazy, gentle Aninha patiently gave all the right answers, as if she had learned them by heart. I explained to the doctor that I had already called another ambulance, this time from the right hospital. He said: yes, this is definitely a case for one of my psychiatric colleagues.

We waited for the other ambulance. While we waited, we felt stunned, dumbstruck, pensive. The ambulance came and the new doctor had no difficulty in making a diagnosis, but said she would have to be treated as an outpatient. But then she would have nowhere to go. I phoned a doctor friend of mine who spoke to one of his colleagues at the Instituto Pinel, and it was agreed that the hospital would keep her in until my friend had had a chance to examine her. Suddenly, the new doctor, whom I later learned was Professor Artur, asked: “Are you a writer?” I stammered out “Well, I …” He: “It’s just that your face is very familiar and I heard your friend call you by your first name.” And in that situation, in which I could barely remember my own name, he added politely, effusively, far more interested in me than in Aninha: “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.” And foolishly, mechanically, I responded: “Oh, me too.”

And off Aninha went, that mild, gentle girl from Minas Gerais, with her gleaming new front teeth, and only partially awake. Because one part of her was sleeping, the part that, in her waking hours, caused her pain. To be brief, my doctor friend examined her, found her to be in a very serious condition, and had her admitted to the hospital.

I sat in the living room all night until dawn, smoking. The apartment was filled with the kind of crazy sweetness that only the now vanished Aninha could leave behind.

Aninha, my love, I miss you and your awkward way of walking. I’m going to write to your mother in Minas so that she can come and fetch you. I don’t know what will become of you. I know that you will continue to be sweetly crazy for the rest of your life, with brief intervals of lucidity. You could decorate a room with milk bottle tops, why not? And with crumpled bits of paper too, why not? She didn’t like “sugared water,” and she certainly wasn’t that. Neither is the world, as I realized again that night when I sat up into the small hours, smoking fiercely. Oh, how fiercely I smoked! Sometimes I was filled with anger, then horror, then resignation. God’s sweetnesses can be very sad. Could it be a good thing to be as sweet as that? Aninha had a printed skirt that was much too long for her, a gift from someone. On her days off, she would wear that skirt with a brown blouse. This was another of her sweetnesses, her lack of taste.

“You should find yourself a boyfriend, Aninha.”

“I had one once.”

What?! Dear God, who could possibly love her? The answer: dear God.

MORE OF GOD’S SWEETNESSES

I wrote about Aninha immediately after she fell ill. Time passed, and there she was knocking at my door. I felt slightly alarmed at first, but I soon saw that she was much better. She had remembered our names and addresses, and had asked if she could visit us to collect the wages she was owed. She had not yet been fully discharged, but had been allowed out as a test. She looked almost pretty, because she was plumper after all those serums she’d been given, and had undergone three bouts of electroshock treatment. She commented on how much my sons had grown, and I was touched when she asked: “Are you still writing, Senhora?” I gave her the money I owed her, and the clairvoyant cook said: “Count it out so that we can see you know how to count.” She counted it out correctly, and more than that, she noticed that I had paid her for the whole month, for which she thanked me. Now she says she wants to find a boyfriend and even go on some dating program on TV. The hospital has discovered Aninha’s potential, and once she’s discharged, she’s going to work there for a while. The whole household felt happy.

December 23, 1967

THE CASE OF THE GOLDEN FOUNTAIN PEN

I’m calling this the case of the golden fountain pen. Actually, there’s no mystery about it at all, but my ideal would be to write something reminiscent of Agatha Christie, even if only a title.

Someone was kind enough to give me a gold fountain pen. I’ve always written in ballpoint or, of course, on the typewriter. But if a gold fountain pen comes my way, why not use it? It’s very beautiful and an excellent brand. I immediately met with a problem that I equally immediately brushed aside. The little problem was this: with a gold pen was one obliged to write golden words? Would I have to write special sentences with such a precious writing implement? And would it make me write in a different way? And if it did, would that inevitably influence me, so that I, too, would have to change? But how? For the better? Another question: with a gold pen, would I face the same problem as King Midas, and would everything the pen wrote turn to glittering, implacable, rigid gold?

As I say, I paid no heed to these minor problems: I never consider thinking to be a dangerous activity. I think, but remain undaunted.

What happened then was a major problem. The fact is that I have one gold pen and two sons. But I’m getting ahead of myself, and I should start at the beginning.

The moment my younger son saw the gold pen, he underwent a truly remarkable physical transformation. After examining it, he didn’t say a word, but his face was a veritable mask of greed. Greed to possess that lovely object. His eyes glittered silently. I understood. He wanted the gold pen. It was as simple as that.

I helped him out: “I know what you’re thinking, you’re thinking that this pen will one day end up in your hands.” Silence. A struggle between desire and guilt. Guilt won out, and he suggested rather unenthusiastically: “You could have your name engraved on it.” I said: “But if I did that, you would have to use a pen with someone else’s name on it.” Silence, deep thought. Then glumly: “Yes, but if I used it now, it would either get stolen or I’d lose it.” This was true. We both thought deeply then. My thinking proved productive: I had an idea. “Look, the pen will be yours when you finish high school, because you’ll be bigger then, and no one will steal it from you and you’ll take care not to lose it.” “All right.” But he still felt guilty, as if, since that pen was mine, he would be taking it away from me, little knowing how much I like my sons to take my things.

A day later, however, all trace of guilt was gone.

Unable to find a pencil to jot down a message, I picked up the gold pen. My son came into the room at that point and caught me in flagrante. “You can’t use that one!” he cried indignantly. “Why not?” I asked. “May I not occasionally use your future pen?” “But you’ll damage it, look, it’s already slightly scratched!” He was right: the pen was going to be his, and I should be more careful. I showed him where I would keep it, and promised not to use it again.

But—I have two sons. Why had my other son not asked for the pen? I felt sad. It seemed to me that an open dispute between them over the gold pen would be better than one of them not even asking about it.

I waited for a moment when my other son and I could be alone. I told him the whole story and concluded: “If you had been the first to ask me for it, I would have given it to you.” “I didn’t even know you had a gold pen.” “Well, you should have known. You’ve obviously not been paying attention to the conversations going on here.” Silence. I asked hopefully: “But if you’d known that I’d been given a gold pen, you would have asked me to give it to you, wouldn’t you?” “No.” “Why?” “Because it’s very expensive.” “Don’t you deserve such an expensive object?” “You’ve had other expensive gifts, and I’ve never asked you for them either.” “Why?” “Because then you’d be left with nothing.” “I wouldn’t have minded.”

We fell silent, having reached a total impasse.

Finally, in an attempt to resolve the matter once and for all, he said: “It really doesn’t matter to me. As long as a pen writes, any pen will do.”

This was a valid response, even for me. But I didn’t like it. There was something not quite right about this conversation. I would have preferred … oh, I don’t know. I really don’t. But I didn’t like it, and that’s all there is to it, I just didn’t like it.

Suddenly, I saw what it was. It wasn’t the gold pen that mattered. What mattered was that one son had asked me for it and the other hadn’t. I resumed the conversation. “Why don’t you ever ask me for anything?”

The response was immediate and blunt: “I’ve often asked you for things, and you’ve always said no.”

This accusation was so harsh that I was shocked. Besides, it wasn’t true. But the fact that it wasn’t true made it all the more serious. He had been nursing such a deep grievance that he had turned it into that untruth.

“What was it that I didn’t give you when you asked?” “When I was little, I asked you for a float, I mean, one of those rubber rings.” “And I wouldn’t buy you one?” “No.” “Do you want me to buy you one now?” “No, I don’t need one now.” “What a shame I didn’t buy you one then.”

He took pity on me: “You’ve forgotten. You wouldn’t buy me one because you said it was dangerous, that I would get carried out to sea on the waves, and I was very small then, and it was before I’d learned how to swim.” “So then you know that I didn’t want to risk losing you at sea.” “Yes.” But the sense of grievance had not gone away.

That gold pen had carried us very far. I thought it best to stop. And we did. Analyzing things too closely isn’t always a good idea.

December 30, 1967

THE HAPPY INTERVIEW

A little while ago, a young woman phoned me up saying she was from the publishing house Editora Civilização Brasileira and that Paulo Francisfn14 wanted to know if I would give an interview to be published in the series A Woman’s Bedside Book. I don’t like giving interviews: I find the questions embarrassing and hard to answer, and, even worse, I know that the interviewer will distort my words horribly. But—this was Paulo Francis asking me, and I couldn’t refuse. I agreed on a date for the interview. Then I felt absolutely furious, yes, even with Paulo Francis. Here are the facts. A Woman’s Bedside Book will sell like hot cakes and the publishers will rake in the profits. The interviewer will rake it in too. And I’m the only one who’ll be inconvenienced. I tried to phone Paulo Francis to cancel the appointment. But how? Since I am, like everyone else, a victim of the telephone. There was either no dial tone or else I couldn’t get through to the other person. In the end, I gave up. But, I thought, I will have my revenge—somehow or other, I will have my revenge.

Except that I didn’t, nor did I want to. At the appointed time, a lovely, adorable creature called Cristina entered my apartment. She has one of those faces that’s very hard to capture in a painting or a photo, because, although her actual features are very pretty, what matters are the internal features, her expression. We immediately hit it off. This prompted her to tell me something: she also worked for a newspaper, and when her colleagues found out that she was going to interview me, they all commiserated with her. They said I was “difficult” and barely spoke, and Cristina added: “But you are speaking.”

“Yes,” I said. How could I resist? Power outages were a regular thing then, and so as to get closer to the two candles I had lit, Cristina sat down on the carpet, and immediately became part of the household.

Her questions were intelligent and complex, almost all of them about literature. I said: but I thought middle-class women would be more interested in finding out if I ate beans and rice. She responded coolly: “We’ll get there. We’ve only just started.”

I was utterly charmed by Cristina. She’s engaged to be married. What a shame, I thought. I would like her to stay sitting right there for several years more until my sons have grown up so one of them can marry her. But she can’t wait that long, my sons are taking a long time to grow up. I can console myself by recommending her as an interviewer.

The interview began very good-humoredly. We often laughed. Once, because she asked for my reaction to what the critic Fausto Cunha had written. Apparently, he had said—and I knew nothing about this—that Guimarães Rosa and I were just a couple of frauds.fn15 I gave an almost joyful yelp of laughter, and said: “I didn’t know that, but one thing is sure: frauds we are not. You could call us anything, but not frauds.” Really, Fausto Cunha. I met you at Marly de Oliveira’s wedding, and you seemed very nice, but really … Perhaps you should think again. I bet Guimarães Rosa would have laughed too.

Cristina asked if I was on the left politically. I told her I would like to see a socialist government in Brazil. Not just a replica of the English model, but adapted to our way of life.

She asked if I considered myself to be a Brazilian writer or simply a writer, and she used the feminine form of escritor—escritora. I replied that, first of all, however feminine a woman might be, she is not an escritora, but an escritor. Writers do not have a gender, or, rather, they have two, in differing doses, of course. And that I considered myself to be a writer, not just a Brazilian writer. She argued: what about Guimarães Rosa, who is so very Brazilian? I said, no, not even Guimarães Rosa, who is very much a writer for any country.

Cristina had a cough, and so did I: another thing that bound us together. The interview was interspersed with coughing fits, which further helped to dissipate any awkwardness. Also, neither of us was taking any cough medicine, and for the same reason: sheer idleness.

My vengeance took the form of me interviewing Cristina. I asked her several questions, to which she responded simply and intelligently. On the pretext of showing her various portraits of myself, I gave her a tour of most of the apartment: Cristina was one of us and had the right to know me through my home. Someone’s home is always very revealing. She went into a bedroom, where one of my sons was lying down, reading by candlelight. He didn’t appear in the least embarrassed; that’s how normal Cristina’s presence was. My other son was heading off to the movies with a friend. And he, who has reached the age when he needs to show his independence from his mother, was quite happy to give me a goodbye kiss in front of Cristina. And the other son was perfectly happy to interrupt our conversation to ask me for money to buy Manchete:fn16 this was a Wednesday evening, and it was getting dark. I felt so at ease that I put my legs up on a coffee table and slid down on the sofa until I was almost supine.

Cristina, you represent the very best of Brazilian young people. It makes me proud. I hope my sons will be like you one day.

Then she asked me another question: what was more important to me, motherhood or literature. My immediate way of finding the answer was to ask myself: if I had to choose one, which would I choose? The answer was simple: I would give up literature. I am much more important as a mother than I am as a writer.

Cristina said: “Crime doesn’t pay. Does literature pay?” Not at all. Writing is just one of the many ways of failing. Cristina was surprised, and asked me why I wrote then. I had no answer.

The funny thing is that she was so well-prepared for the interview that she knew more about me than I did. She asked me why my female characters are more clearly delineated than the male ones. I protested mildly. I have one male character who takes up an entire book, and he couldn’t be more male.

Perhaps I will interview you one day, Cristina. University students will identify with you and almost all of them will want to marry you. Tell your fiancé to be very careful. I also have a friend who, if he met you, would fall in love with you in a more poetic, more real way. You are very necessary to Brazil. If we had more boys and girls like you, Brazil really would progress.fn17

I see that, in the end, I am having my revenge: she is writing about me, but I will write and am writing about her. And Cristina, would you like to have supper with me one night? Just give me a call. You’re going to marry a diplomat, but this will be a very undiplomatic supper, probably in the kitchen because I keep forgetting to buy a bell to summon the maid, and so we almost certainly won’t be able to eat in the dining room. A great friend of mine, a confirmed but very absentminded gift-giver, told me she had a spare bell and would bring it over. So what happens? I forget to buy a bell, and she forgets to give me her spare bell.

Cristina asked me what I thought of politically engaged literature. I said I found it perfectly valid. She wanted to know if I would ever write such a book. I feel that I already do. Everything I write is connected, at least inside myself, to the reality in which we live. This side of me might grow stronger one day. Or not. I really don’t know. I don’t even know if I will write more. Possibly not.

She asked what I thought of popular culture. I said that it didn’t as yet properly exist. She asked if I considered it important. I said that I did, but there was something even more important: making sure that those who were hungry had enough food. Unless, that is, popular culture makes people aware that hunger gives them the right to demand food. Vide the new encyclical that speaks of rebellion as the last resort against tyranny.

See you soon, Cristina, when we have supper together. I think you liked me too. Which is good. But on reading the interview, I thought I came over as very banal. I don’t know why. I don’t think I am banal. And my eyes are not blue.






1968

January 6, 1968

SAN TIAGO

No, clear thinking isn’t always a sign of coldness. San Tiago Dantas, who was sometimes accused of being cold, is one example. Even Schmidt contradicted himself on this point.

I met San Tiago in Paris. We immediately became part of a group of friends. And for some reason, that same night, we decided to do the rounds of the Paris nightclubs. Which we did until dawn. Whenever the violins became too shrill and too close for comfort, we would leave. But, of course, on a long night like that, people do drink. And I’m not good at drinking. If I drink, I feel either sleepy or weepy. If I continue to drink, though, I become quite brilliant, positively witty. And I don’t know which is worse really. That night, both things happened. If San Tiago was inclined to tears, he showed no signs: his clarity of mind signaled great self-control, not coldness.

Ah, how many deaths-to-come there were in that group. Bluma, Schmidt, Wainer, San Tiago. No one knew that. Or did we? So much so that we couldn’t bear those shrill, shrill violins?

One nightclub owner, a woman, also managed the till. She had bare shoulders, strong, plump shoulders. We talked a lot about shoulders. Mine had grown fragile. What did I drink? Whatever I was given, a real mixture.

Until day began to break, almost very slowly to break. No one was tired, although it was high time that we were. We walked. And on the street corners of Paris, San Tiago discovered the first flower sellers. Impossible to say how many roses he bought me. I know that they were too many for me to hold, and roses spilled onto the ground as I went. If I’ve ever been pretty, it was on that early Paris morning with roses overflowing from my full-to-the-brim arms. And a man who heaps a woman with flowers like that is not coldly lucid.

The hotel room was filled with that fresh, fresh scent. I died rather than slept.

I woke at midday and was so hungover I could barely open my eyes. I woke my then husband and asked him to ring the bell for the garçon to bring us the strongest coffee they had.

The garçon soon came. Bringing not only coffee, but more armfuls of flowers: sent by San Tiago. And while I was drinking my coffee, the phone rang: it was San Tiago asking how I was. I was in a dreadful state. He asked if we could all have lunch together. I can’t remember anything beyond that point: I think we had to catch a train to Berne then and so couldn’t meet for lunch.

When did I see San Tiago again? In Rio. We went to supper at his and Edmeia’s house. He found me odd. I hadn’t been drinking, I wasn’t crying, and far from being brilliant, I was rather silent. He asked if I was feeling sad. I told him that this was simply the way I was.

Halfway through supper, the conversation turned to a painting in an Italian museum. San Tiago asked me if I had liked it. I told him I couldn’t remember. His response was very simple and honest: ah, of course, you’re one of those people who only remembers what happened before they were ten years old.

Time passed. He came to Washington,fn1 and I was thrilled when he phoned me as soon as he arrived. He had supper with us, and we sat up talking until three in the morning. And I learned things. I’ve forgotten what I learned, but I’m sure in some way it has stayed with me.

Once, we had supper at a hotel in Washington. And he talked to me a lot about politics. I was rather taken aback: men don’t talk politics with women. Was I becoming less of a woman? I asked him this straight out. He replied that, no, on the contrary, I had better beware. I enjoyed my supper much more afterward.

Then, years later, there was his illness. One day, I received a formal invitation to a banquet at which San Tiago would be giving a political speech. Who but he would think of inviting me to something like that? I went. After the meal, San Tiago stood up, white as a sheet of paper. His voice faltered. Then he took a sip of water. And he began again like a self-conquering hero, because every hero is his own hero. Anyone who conquers must first conquer himself.

Afterward, I went over and gave him a hug, biting back my tears. I was embracing death. Lucid death. And I’m sure that he accepted death.

I forgot to say that San Tiago had several nieces, all of whom he loved. One was his particular favorite. And when she was in Washington, she came to me with a letter of introduction from San Tiago, in which he asked me to have a chat with her. We had several. Indeed, she often joined our family for supper.

And then he came here to Rio for her wedding. Bride and bridegroom were shy and beautiful. I sat in one of the pews. I saw San Tiago in another pew. He was dying sitting down. The wedding service ran its course.

When everyone got up to congratulate the happy couple, I found myself next to San Tiago. He could barely speak. He asked if I was writing anything. I told him I’d just finished a book entitled The Passion According to G. H. And he said that he really liked the title.

He would have liked the book too, I’m sure of it. But he died before it was published. I did not go to the funeral. Because not everyone dies.

January 13, 1968

HUMAN WARMTH

No, the day wasn’t red. It was almost dark and yet still light. If only what she saw really was as red as it intrinsically was. The heat was made up of colorless, stagnant light. No, the woman couldn’t even sweat. She was dry and clean. And outside only birds with stuffed-bird feathers were flying about. But it was a visible heat, and if she closed her eyes so as not to see the heat, it assailed her anyway in the form of a slow-motion hallucination: she could see huge elephants approaching, gentle, ponderous elephants with dry, crusty skin, although underneath they were steeped in a warm, unbearable tenderness; still, finding it hard to carry their own weight, they were slow and heavy.

It was still too early to turn on the lamps, which would at least hasten the onset of night. The night that would not come, would not come, would not come, the impossible night. And her love which was now equally impossible—which was as dry as the fever of someone who doesn’t perspire, a love without opium or morphine. And “I love you” was a splinter that could not be removed with tweezers. A splinter embedded in the thickest part of the sole of her foot.

Ah, the lack of thirst. Heat with thirst would be bearable. But, oh, the lack of thirst. There were only losses and absences. And not even any will. Only splinters with no ends that could be easily tweezered out. Only her teeth were moist. Inside her greedy, parched mouth her moist, hard teeth—and her mouth greedy for nothing. And in that eternal late afternoon, the nothingness was hot.

Her eyes open, diamantine. On the rooftops the dry sparrows. “I love you, people,” was an impossible sentence to utter. Humanity to her was an eternal death, yet one that did not enjoy the relief of finally dying. Nothing, nothing was dying in that sere afternoon, nothing was rotting. And at six in the evening, it was still midday. It was midday with, in the background, the attentive throb of a water pump that had been working away without any water for so long that it had become rust-encrusted rust. There had been no water in the city for two days. Nothing had ever been so in tune with her sweatless body and her diamantine eyes, her stopped pulse. And God? No. Not even a feeling of angst. Her empty unpulsating chest. Not a sound uttered.

And yet this was summer. A summer as broad as an empty playground on the school vacation. Pain? None. No sign of tears or sweat. No salt. Just a heavy sweetness: like that of the slow skin of those parched leather elephants. Hot, limpid squalor. Was she thinking about her man? No, just the splinter in the sole of her foot. Her children? Fifteen children hanging motionless in the windless air. Ah, if only her hands would begin to grow damp. Even if there was water, she would, out of loathing, refuse to take a bath. And, out of loathing, there was no water. Nothing flowed. Difficulty is a motionless thing. It is a jewel-cum-diamond. The cicada with the dry throat kept up a continual snoring. And would God finally liquefy himself into rain? No. Nor do I want him to. Out of dry, calm loathing, this is what I want—this hot silence made perceptible by the rasping cicada. Perceptible? No, there is nothing to perceive. Only this cruel lack of soothing opium. I want this intolerable thing to continue because I want eternity. I want this waiting, as unending as the rust-red song of the cicada, because all this is death suspended, it is eternity, it is estrus without desire, dogs without barking. This is the hour when good and evil do not exist. It is a sudden pardon, for those of us who find succor in punishment. Now it is the indifference of a pardon. No more trials. It is not the pardon that follows the trial. It is the absence of judge and convict. And death, which used to be a once-and-for-all thing, now ceaselessly is. And it doesn’t rain, no, it doesn’t rain. There is no menstruation. My ovaries are two dry pearls. I’ll tell you the truth: out of parched loathing, this is what I want, for it not to rain.

That is precisely the moment when she hears something. It is something equally parched that leaves her attention still more parched and more depleted. It’s a dry roll of thunder, saliva-free, but rolling where? In the completely blue sky, not so much as a cloud of love. The thunder must be a long way off. At the same time, though, there comes the sweet smell of large elephants, and of jasmine from the house next door. Of India invading, with its sweet-scented women. A smell of cemetery carnations. Is everything going to change all of a sudden? For someone for whom there had been no night, no rain, no wood rotting in water—for someone who has had only pearls, is the night going to come, is there finally going to be rotting wood, rain-soaked carnations in the cemetery, rain all the way from Malaysia? The urgency remains motionless, but there is already a tremor inside. She, the woman, doesn’t realize that the tremor is hers, just as she didn’t realize that what was burning her was not the hot afternoon, but her human warmth. She understands only that now something is going to change, that it will either rain or night will fall. But she cannot bear to wait for that transition, and before the rain falls, her diamantine eyes dissolve into two tears. And at last the sky softens.

January 20, 1968

INSOMNIAS UNHAPPY AND HAPPY

Suddenly my eyes are wide open. And the darkness is very dark. It must be the middle of the night. I turn on my bedside lamp and, to my despair, see that it’s only two o’clock. And my mind is utterly clear and lucid. I need to find someone who wouldn’t curse me for phoning them up at two o’clock in the morning. But who? Who else do I know who suffers from insomnia? And the hours refuse to pass. I get out of bed and make a cup of coffee. With the addition of one of those horrible sugar substitutes because Dr. José Carlos Cabral de Almeida, dietician, thinks I need to lose the eight or so pounds I put on when I overate following the fire. And what happens in the bright light of the living room? You think a kind of light darkness. No, you don’t. You feel. You feel something that has only one name: solitude. Read? Never. Write? Never. Time passes, you look at the time, it must be nearly five o’clock by now. No, not even four o’clock. Who’s likely to be awake now? I can’t possibly ask someone to phone me in the middle of the night because, by then, I might be asleep and would feel annoyed to be woken up. A sleeping pill perhaps? Yes, but what about the lurking risk of addiction? No one would forgive me for that. So I stay sitting in the living room, feeling. Feeling what? The void. The telephone in one hand.

And yet insomnia can often be a gift. Suddenly waking in the middle of the night and having that rare thing: solitude. Barely a sound. Only that of the waves breaking on the beach. And then I enjoy drinking a cup of coffee, all alone in the world. No one interrupts the nothingness. A nothingness that is, at once, empty and rich. And the telephone is silent, not giving the sudden ring that always makes us jump. Then day gradually breaks. The clouds growing lighter beneath a sun that is sometimes as pale as the moon, and sometimes pure fire. I go out onto the terrace and am perhaps the first person of the day to see the white foam of the sea. The sea is mine, the sun is mine, the earth is mine. And I feel happy for no reason, about everything. Until, with the sun rising, the rest of the household slowly wakes up and I rediscover my sleepy sons.

GRATITUDE FOR THE MACHINE

I write on a portable Olympia typewriter, which is light enough to accommodate my strange habit of writing with the machine on my lap. It works well, seamlessly. It transmits my words without my having to get enmeshed in the tangle of my own handwriting. It does, if you like, provoke my feelings and thoughts. And it helps me as if it were a person. And I don’t feel mechanized because I’m using a machine. It even seems to capture certain subtleties. More than that, thanks to my typewriter, what I write emerges already in print, and that makes me more objective. The soft tap-tap of its keys provides a discreet accompaniment to the solitude of the writer. I would like to give my typewriter a present. But what can one give to something that modestly maintains its thingness, with no pretensions to becoming human? I’m growing tired of the current fashion for praising people saying that they are “very human.” Usually, the word “human” is being used to mean “sweet” or “pleasant” or even “soppy.” And my machine is none of those things. I don’t even sense any desire in it to become a robot. It does its job, and is satisfied with that. Which satisfies me too.

February 4, 1968

LET THEM TEACH ME

Dear God,

But I don’t even know how to pray! How can I live then? It’s not just so I can pray for myself and for others, but to feel and give thanks and, in a way, become a nun—yes, fierce, angry me, a nun!

There’s a fortune-teller whom I’ve known since I was a girl. And now she’s the one who phones me and doesn’t charge me anything. And despite being a fortune-teller, she’s also a devout Catholic—she’s even been to mass on my behalf. Thank you for praying for things I don’t know how to pray for.

Oh God, I’ve already been sorely wounded. But there are so many people I need to thank. I don’t give their names so as not to embarrass them. I’ve received glances that are worth any amount of prayers. And some have already made vows for me.

And me? I’m going to try and pray right now, a shamelessly public prayer. Here goes: My God—no, it’s no use, I can’t. But perhaps saying “My God” is already a prayer. There is a request I could make and which I will make right now: God, make sure those I love do not survive me, because I could not bear their absence. That’s all I ask.

A TELEPHONE CALL

The telephone rang, I picked it up, and it was for me. I usually ask who it is because I’m not always in the mood to be bothered by calls.

This time, though, there was something about the caller’s sweet, timid voice that made me say that, yes, it was me speaking. Then the voice said: I’m one of your readers, and I want to wish you every happiness. I asked: What’s your name? And she answered: A reader. I said: But I want to know your name so that I can say it when I wish you the same. It was no use; she didn’t even want to acknowledge to me that she is the person she is. Complete anonymity. Still, to you, whose name I do not even know, I wish you every happiness and, if you are not already married, I hope you find the love of your life. I also ask you not to read everything I write because I am often very abrasive and I don’t want you to be at the receiving end of my abrasiveness.

CHICO BUARQUE DE HOLANDA

I went into a restaurant with a female friend of mine and, to my delight, I immediately spotted Carlinhos de Oliveira.fn2 I looked around then, and who else should I see? Chico Buarque de Holanda.fn3 I said to Carlinhos: when my sons find out that I’ve seen him, they’ll be filled with a new respect for me. Then Carlinhos, who had joined us at our table, called out: Chico! And Chico came over and we were introduced. To my amazement, he said: I was reading one of your books just yesterday!

Chico is handsome and shy and sad. How I wish I could have said something—but what?—to lessen his sadness.

I told my two sons I had met Chico. And while they may not have been filled with a new respect for me, they were both utterly astonished.

Then I had an idea, although I don’t know if it will come to anything; if it does, I’ll tell you. It was to ask Chico and Carlinhos to visit me at home. I will see them again, and, more importantly, so will my sons. I mentioned this possibility to them, and one son said he would rather I didn’t. I asked why. He said: because he’s an important person. I said: but so are you; when you were just seven years old, you had listened to all the Beethoven records we owned and asked for more, because you loved and felt and understood his music so well.

But I must respect my son. I told him: if I do invite Chico and he comes here, you can just shake his hand and then, if you like, leave the room.

I found Carlinhos in a rather sad mood too. I asked him: why are we so sad? He answered: that’s the way it is.

That’s the way it is.

TO THE LINOTYPE OPERATOR

Forgive all the typing mistakes. First, it’s because my right hand was badly burned. And second, well, I have no idea really.

A request: please don’t correct me. Punctuation is the breath of the sentence, and that’s how my sentence breathes. And if you find me odd, respect that too. Even I have been forced to respect myself.

Writing is a curse.

February 10, 1968

A REQUEST

No, this is more than a request. I’m begging you. I’m begging you not to drink so much. The occasional drink, yes, because you need some comfort, and, instead of human comfort, you’ve chosen, out of shame and embarrassment, to drink. But I’m afraid of what people have been telling me. That you’re drinking three times as much as you used to. I am begging you not to shorten your life. Live. Live. It’s difficult, it’s hard, but live. I am living too. In the name of the God in whom you believe so deeply, given that you’re a monk, please drink less.

It hasn’t been easy for me either. Believe me.

GOD

Even for nonbelievers, there remains a lingering doubt: what happens after death? Even nonbelievers, in moments of despair, cry out: Help me God. At this very moment, I am asking God to help me. I need it. I need more than human strength. More than my own strength. I am strong, but also destructive. Self-destructive. And self-destructive people can also destroy others. I hurt a lot of people. And God will have to come to me, since I haven’t gone to Him. Come, God, come. Even if I don’t deserve it, please come. Or perhaps the least deserving deserve help more. I can only say one thing in my favor: I have never deliberately hurt anyone. And it wounds me when I see that I have hurt another person. But I have so many defects. I am restless, jealous, abrasive, despairing. Although I do have love inside me. It’s just that I don’t know how to use love: sometimes it’s more like splinters. If with all that love inside me, I remain restless and unhappy, that’s because I need God to come to me. Come before it’s too late.

A DREAM

It was such a powerful dream that for several minutes I believed it was real. I dreamed that it was New Year’s Day. And when I opened my eyes, I even said: Happy New Year!

I don’t understand dreams, but this one seemed to me to express a deep desire for a change in my life. I don’t even need to be happy. I just need a new year. It’s so difficult to change. Sometimes blood is shed.

A LITTLE CHICK

One of my sons bought a little yellow chick. It made me feel so sad. You can feel in it the lack of a mother. The terror of having been born out of nothing. And no thoughts, just sensations. Will it grow bigger? It looks as if it will. And yet, in a way, I would rather it didn’t: how can we have a cockerel or a chicken living in an apartment? Kill it and eat it? You can’t kill something you’ve nurtured and brought up. It’s just a matter of waiting and feeding it, and giving it the love of our warm hands.

ANONYMITY

So many people want fame. Not realizing how this limits your life. My own minor fame wounds my modesty. I can’t even say what I wanted to say now. Anonymity is as gentle as a dream. I need that dream. Besides, I don’t want to write any more. I’m writing now because I need the money. I’d prefer to stay silent. There are things I have never written, and I will die without having written them. And I certainly won’t be paid for those. There is a great silence inside me. And that silence has been the source of my words. And out of that silence has come the most precious thing of all: silence itself.

CHICO BUARQUE DE HOLANDA

I could have said this to you in person, but I was afraid I might cry. You know that it would be easy enough for me to invite what people call celebrities to my home. But it wasn’t because of your celebrity status that I invited you. I did that because, as well as being a very nice person, you possess the most precious quality there is: innocence. My sons have it too. And, although it may not seem like it, I have that same quality as well. I hide it because it was wounded once. I pray to God that your innocence will never be wounded and will remain intact forever.

February 17, 1968

LETTER TO THE MINISTER OF EDUCATION

First, we would like to ask if you are the person in charge of the education budget. If not, then this letter should be forwarded to the President. I chose not to write to him out of a feeling of awkwardness, whereas I feel I have more of a right to speak to the Minister of Education since I myself was once a student.

You must find it odd that a mere writer should write to you about a matter as complex as education budgets—which, in this case, means creating more places for the surplus students wishing to go to college. However, the situation is so serious and, at times, so sad that, even though my own sons have not yet reached college age, I still find it very troubling.

In an attempt to avoid the problem of there being too many candidates for too few places, the ministry decided to make the college entrance exams selective, with only the best students being allotted one of the available places. This measure allows for no judicial appeal on the part of those who fail to get in, and the rejected students still feel the urge to go out onto the streets to demand the places denied them.

Mr. Minister or Mr. President: “surplus students” in a country that is still being built, and that urgently needs men and women to help build it?! Only allowing those with the best grades to enter college is simply avoiding the problem. You yourself were once a student and will know that the students with the highest grades do not necessarily turn out to be the best professionals, the best equipped to resolve the enormous problems that exist in real life. And those who obtain the highest grades and are therefore given a place at college do not necessarily have a right to that place. I went to college and was judged to be among the top students in the entrance exam. However, for reasons that are irrelevant here, I did not pursue my profession.fn4 So I did not really have a right to that place.

I am not meddling here in someone else’s business. This is everyone’s business. And I am speaking on behalf of so many others that it’s rather as if you were to go over to your office window now and look out over a sea of young men and women awaiting your verdict.

Being a student is a very serious matter. It’s the time in your life when you’re forming your ideas, when your thoughts are focused on how best to help your own country, Brazil. Sir, preventing young people from going to college is a crime. Forgive such strong language, but “crime” is the right word.

If the budget for our colleges is too small, thus obliging them to reduce the number of places, why not ask students, some months before the entrance exam, to undertake psychometric or vocational tests? This would not only help the colleges to eliminate unsuitable students, it would also help students avoid choosing the wrong career path. This idea was suggested to me by a student.

If you knew the sacrifices a whole family often has to make in order for a young man or woman to realize their dream, that of studying. If you knew the profound and often irreparable disappointment they feel when told they are “surplus.” I spoke to one such young man and asked him how this had made him feel. He said that he had suddenly felt empty and disoriented, while other boys and girls, on learning that they, too, had missed out, burst into tears. And they cannot even take to the streets to protest because they know they will get beaten by the police.

Do you know how much they cost, the books preparing students for the entrance exams? They are extremely expensive, and are often bought at the cost of great hardship, paid for in installments. And, in the end, they prove useless.

These pages symbolize a protest march by young men and women.fn5

February 24, 1968

FEELING USEFUL

Just when I was unwittingly pondering my own uselessness as a person, I received a letter: “Whenever I am confronted by the beauty of your literary work, I find my own intense capacity for love, to give myself to others, to my husband, strengthened still further.” The letter is signed with the initials H. M.

What made me happy, H. M., was not the fact that you spoke of the beauty of my literary work. First, because the word beauty sounds like an embellishment, and I have never felt more adrift from that word. I didn’t much like the phrase “literary work” either, because I happen to be going through a phase when the word literary makes my fur bristle like that of a cat. But, H. M., you made me feel really useful when you spoke of your own intense capacity for love being strengthened still further. Did I really do that? Thank you so much. Thank you, too, on behalf of the adolescent I was and who so wanted to be useful to people, to Brazil, to humanity, and who did not shrink from applying such grand words to herself.

ANOTHER LETTER

This one comes from Cabo Frio, and is signed with the initials L. de A. The letter seems to reveal that the writer only began reading my work after I started writing for the Jornal do Brasil, because he or she is surprised by my name, and says it could well be Larissa. Possibly in response to something I wrote here, the writer says that “any true writer always reveals themselves.” And concludes thus: “Don’t stop writing your column on the pretext of protecting your privacy. Who would replace you?”

First of all, L. de A., I am not abandoning my column, but I am learning ways to protect my privacy. As for revealing myself, that really is inevitable, not just in columns like this, but in my novels too. These are far from being autobiographical, but I find out later from my readers that I have, indeed, revealed myself in them.

And yet, paradoxically, and alongside that desire to protect my privacy, is an intense desire to confess in public and not to a priest. A desire to say once and for all what everyone knows and yet treats as if it were a great secret, like being forbidden from telling children that Santa Claus does not exist, even though we know they know he doesn’t.

But maybe, L. de A., I will one day find a way of writing a novel or a story in which the innermost self of a person is revealed, but without leaving them exposed, naked, laid bare. Not that there’s much danger of that: the innermost self of every human being goes back so far that his or her final steps merge with the first steps taken by what we call God.

The character of the reader is a strange and curious one. While being entirely individual and with his or her own reactions, the reader is so intimately linked with the writer that the truth is that the reader is the writer.

HERMETIC?

I won the 1967 Children’s Book Award with my book The Mystery of the Thinking Rabbit. Naturally, I felt really pleased. I was even more pleased, though, when I learned that I had been described as a hermetic writer. What do they mean? When I write for children, I can be understood, but when I write for grown-ups, I become difficult? Should I write for grown-ups using words and feelings appropriate for a child? Can I not speak to my readers as my equals?

Ah, dear God, how trivial all this is.

March 2, 1968

PERSONA

No, I’m not going to talk about the Bergman movie. I, too, was dumbstruck when I felt the searing guilt of a woman torn apart because she loathes the very son who is utterly devoted to her. The woman’s decision to remain silent in order to live with her guilt: she didn’t want to speak, which would have relieved her suffering, but to remain silent forever as a punishment. I don’t want to talk about the nurse who, at the beginning, seems to have an assured life ahead of her with her future husband and children, but who so absorbs the personality of the woman who has chosen silence that she herself becomes a woman who wants nothing and wants everything—and, besides, what is nothing? and what is everything? I know, I know, humanity began to go astray from the moment the first man appeared. I know, too, that while silence may not say anything, at least it doesn’t lie, whereas words say what I don’t want to say. I’m also not going to call Bergman a genius. Because we are none of us geniuses. We who do not know how to grasp the one complete thing given to us at birth: the genius of life.

I’m going to talk about the word person, the root of the word persona. I believe I learned what I am about to tell you from my father. Whenever anyone was overpraised, he would say soberly and calmly: yes, he’s a person. To this day, I still say it, as if it were a maxim to be applied to anyone who has won a fight, and I say it with a heart that is proud to belong to the human race: he or she is a person. I’m grateful to my father for having taught me early on to distinguish between those who are truly born, live and die, from those who, as people, are not persons.

Persona. I have a very poor memory, which is why I can no longer recall if it was in the theater of Ancient Greece that the actors, before coming on stage, would don a mask bearing the expression that summed up the role each of them would play.

I know full well that one of any actor’s most prized qualities is an expressive face, and that the mask would hide that. So why, then, do I find it so pleasing to think of actors going on stage and not revealing their own faces? Maybe because I feel that the mask is as much an act of self-giving as the look of pain on an actor’s face. Even adolescents, who are pure face, even they, as they grow up, make their own masks. And that is a source of great pain. Because knowing that, from then on, you are going to play a part really is a terrifying surprise. It is the awful liberty of not being. And the moment of choice.

Even though I am not an actress and did not take part in Greek theater, I, too, wear a mask. The same kind of mask that we choose during the birth pangs of adolescence so as not to remain naked for the rest of the struggle. No, it isn’t that it’s wrong to leave your own face exposed to your sensibilities. It’s just that the naked face could, when wounded, close down to form a sudden, unwanted and terrible mask. It is therefore less dangerous to choose for yourself to be a person. Choosing your own mask is the first voluntary human gesture. A solitary one too. But when, at last, you buckle on the mask of the person you have chosen to represent you and the world, the body gains a new robustness, the head lifts proudly like that of someone who has overcome an obstacle. The person is.

Although something else could also happen, something I find humiliating to mention.

After years of real success with the mask, suddenly—no, less than suddenly, because of a passing glance or an overheard remark—suddenly your life’s war mask cracks like dry mud, and the irregular pieces fall to the ground with a hollow sound. Behold the now naked, mature face, vulnerable when it no longer should be. And the face weeps in silence in order not to die. Because this is something of which I am implacably sure: that being will die. Unless he is reborn to the extent that one can say of him: “this is a person.” As a person he will have had to follow in Christ’s footsteps.

March 9, 1968

THE CRY

I know that what I write here cannot really be called a crônica or a column or even an article. But today I know it is a cry. A cry of exhaustion. I am so tired! It’s obvious that my love for the world has never stopped wars or deaths. Loving has never prevented me from weeping tears of blood inside. Neither has it prevented fatal partings. Children bring a lot of happiness. Yet I suffer birth pangs every day. The world has failed me and I have failed the world. Therefore, I no longer wish to love. But what then is left for me? Living on autopilot until my natural death arrives. But I know I cannot live on autopilot: I need a refuge, and love is that refuge.

I have received love. Two grown-up women asked to adopt me as their godmother. I even have a genuine godson: Cassio, the son of Maria Bonomi and Antunes Filho. I also offered myself as a substitute godmother to a young woman who wants my love. The following letter is from her, from Rio itself: “You know, yesterday, I woke up full of excitement, full of colors. All because I saw a whole load of everyday things and never-before-seen things, I just loved watching the hustle and bustle of life, if you know what I mean, one of those days when your eyes really see. And it was so lovely that I gave you my day. A rather shabby gift for the lovely, more-than-lovely person you gave me (I’m going to talk to her when I’m alone), yes, shabby, but it was so beautiful and big and bright. Today, I’m my usual annoying self, forgetting to phone my godmother and tell her how much I love her.”

The odd thing is that my two grown-up adoptive goddaughters—who couldn’t be more different from each other—yes, the odd thing is that they have been the ones to help me. What did I give them that made them want me to be their godmother?

To return to my sense of weariness, I’m tired of so many people thinking I’m nice. I like the ones who don’t like me at all, because I feel an affinity with them: I really don’t like myself either.

What shall I do with myself? Almost nothing. I’m not going to write any more books. Because if I wrote, I would say such harsh truths they would be hard for me or anyone else to bear. There is a limit to being. And I have reached that limit.

THE BIGGEST COMPLIMENT I EVER RECEIVED

I was walking down a street in Naples with my husband. And a man said very loudly to another man, loud enough for me to hear: “That’s the kind of woman we need if we’re ever to rebuild Italy.” I didn’t rebuild Italy. I tried to rebuild my home, my sons and me. I failed. And yet that Italian wasn’t just paying me a compliment, he was serious. God, let me at least rebuild a flower. It doesn’t have to be an orchid, a flower plucked from a meadow would do. Yes, but I have a secret: today, now, this very instant, I need to rebuild something with the most urgent of urgencies. I can’t tell you what.

THE WHITE DRESS

I woke up at dawn wanting to own a white dress. Made of chiffon. It was an intense, lucid desire. I think it was my innocence that has never ceased to exist. I know some people find me dangerous, they’ve even said as much. But I am also innocent. The desire to wear white is what has always saved me. I know, and perhaps only I and a few others know this, that while I may contain danger, I also contain purity. And that purity is only dangerous to those who also contain danger. The purity I speak of is utterly limpid: I can accept even bad things. And it has about it the scent of a white chiffon dress. Perhaps I will never have such a dress, but it’s as if I did, because you learn to live with what you most need and lack. I also want a black dress because it will make me look paler and emphasize my purity. Is it really purity? Whatever is primitive is pure. Whatever is spontaneous is pure. Are bad things pure too? I don’t know, I only know that sometimes at the root of something bad lies a purity that didn’t quite make the grade.

I woke at dawn longing so intensely for a white chiffon dress that I flung open my closet. I found a white dress made of a thick fabric and with a round neck. Is thickness purity? One thing I do know: love, however violent, is.

And suddenly, just now, I saw that I am not pure.

March 23, 1968

HEY, CHICO!

Guess what, Chico Buarque, I’ve received a letter from the town of Santa Maria in Rio Grande do Sul about you and me. It’s like this: the young woman reads my columns in a Porto Alegre newspaper. And, despite being very young, she says she has a great affinity with me, that I write exactly as she feels. But her greatest affinity comes from the fact that I’ve written about you, Chico. She says: “Like you, I’m very drawn to him. I thought this feeling (which my friends find hilarious) was a tad infantile on my part, perhaps a regression to childhood, but reading your columns, I realized this isn’t so, that it is just as you say: he is immensely likable and has a certain innocence about him. You have that same innocence, which is there in every line you write.” She has failed to realize, Chico, that you are not my idol: I don’t have idols. For me, you are a golden boy, full of talent and kindness. I could happily hear “A Banda” five hundred times in a row and I even danced to it once with one of my sons. But that’s as far as it goes, my dear friend. Anyway, she then says: “It would be wonderful to meet you and Chico. That’s why I’m asking you: if, one day, he comes to visit, please invite me too, even if I do live a long way away. Because if you and I are both drawn to him, and he and I are drawn to you, it might just work out.” But Chico, can you imagine me sending a telegram to Santa Maria: “Urgent. Chico’s coming to see me tomorrow.” And her jumping on a plane and arriving all excited, and you smiling and smiling. Listen, you lovely creature, your letter is so sweet, and I’m sure Chico would like you, how could he not? Because if Chico has an innocence about him, and you think that I do too, you, my young friend, are a thousand times more innocent than either of us. I send you a big kiss, and I’m sure Chico will send you another—now don’t faint. I’m going to tell you a secret about a kiss. One Thursday, at 11:30 at night, I gave Chico Buarque a smacking great kiss on each cheek, measuring about 3 x 2 inches in crimson lipstick. I just wanted to find out what excuse Xico Buark would come up with when he got home.

ANA LUÍSA, LUCIANA AND AN OCTOPUS

I was expecting and not expecting a visit from a friend when the doorbell rang; I thought: he said he would phone again first, but maybe he decided to come straight over. I opened the door, and it wasn’t him. It was a rather disheveled young woman, with an attractive voice, a copy of the Jornal do Brasil in one hand and a very strange-looking bundle in the other. She poured out in a great torrent of words: “I may be shy, but I have the right to be impulsive too; what you wrote today in the newspaper was exactly what I feel too; and you see, I live right opposite you and witnessed the fire you had here and I know when you can’t sleep because I can see your light on, anyway, I’ve brought you an octopus.”

My mouth hung open. Then, once I’d regained my composure, I invited her in. She is one of those shy people who overcomes her shyness by talking nineteen to the dozen, in impetuous nonstop bursts. Her name is Ana Luísa. I found out something about her life in a matter of minutes: she has a little girl, Luciana, who’s seven or perhaps nine, and a three-year-old boy. I then learned that Luciana is crazy about animals, especially rabbits—I ended up sending her my story about the thinking rabbit—and that she was very good at drawing. She did a drawing of the rain, saying: “This is a cloud crying over a flower.” I took an immediate liking to her. But what about that octopus?

To summarize: Ana Luísa wanted to know if I liked octopus; I couldn’t honestly remember, since it’s been so long since I ate it; she asked if I knew how to prepare octopus; slightly horrified, I said that I did not; then she told me she had learned how from a man from the favela, who had a very ugly nickname because his wife is always cheating on him, but that he had taught her how to prepare octopus and cook it in all kinds of different ways; she asked how I would like the octopus she was going to cook for me, in oil or with rice; inwardly, my mouth was still hanging open, but I finally managed to say “with rice”; she said: “I very rarely give anyone octopus cooked by me because I love to cook it, but hate the preparation; tonight is Saturday, so I’ll prepare it now, leave it in salt water for all of Sunday, and bring you your octopus with rice in time for Monday lunch.”

After she left, I suddenly saw how novel this was. I’ve been given perfume, flowers, jewels, paintings, books, but never an octopus. On Sunday morning, I was still in a slight state of shock. And I decided, heaven knows why, to look up the word polvo, i.e., “octopus” in the dictionary. And it is simply this living horror: “Any of numerous cephalopod mollusks of the genus Octopus or the order Octopoda, having eight sucker-bearing arms or tentacles.” Almost immediately below polvo was a word that could be applied to Ana Luísa: polvorim—“the dust given off by gunpowder.”

On Monday, Ana Luísa returned, looking very elegant, hair neatly brushed, and wearing trousers, and carrying a hot dish full of the most beautiful octopus rice you can imagine: pink. When she left, we all sat down at the table, uncertain as to what kind of ritual we should perform before eating. We ate in silence, occasionally exchanging interrogative glances. And finally reached the conclusion: Ana Luísa really is a dab hand at preparing octopus, but I just don’t like things with tentacles. On the other hand: the rice was perfect.

A week later, she sent me—she doesn’t want to impose her presence on me, and I really don’t like feeling pressured—anyway, she sent me some more rice containing some other ingredient which I recognized as also coming from the sea. But that was so delicious it was a real joy to me, to my sons and to a female friend whose initials are S. M. Ana Luísa, I’ve lost your address, which is why I haven’t returned your dishes.

And that’s all I have to say.

MARIA CRYING ON THE PHONE

The telephone rang here in the apartment, I picked it up, and a very strange female voice asked to speak to me; before I could fob her off saying that it was my sister speaking, she said: it’s you, isn’t it? I had no option then but to be me. Was she crying or what? Because her voice was definitely one choked with tears. “Why did you say in your column that you weren’t going to write any more novels?” “Don’t worry, my dear, I might write another two or three, but one has to know when to stop. Which of my books have you read?” “Almost all of them, apart from The Besieged City and The Foreign Legion.” “Well, stop crying and come over now if you like and I’ll give you a copy of each.” “No, really, I’ll buy them.” “Are you crazy? Here I am offering you two signed copies of my books plus a cup of coffee or a whiskey.” “Then could you do something for me? Sign the two books and give them to your brother-in-law, saying they’re for Maria.” “Maria what?” “Just Maria.” “All right, but stop crying and take care of that cold.” What a palaver. Then, through my brother-in-law, I learned that she’s a doctor (a gynecologist) called Dr. Maria B. And later on, she sent me the most gorgeous roses, which I put in a vase along with the blood-red ones sent by H. M. My apartment is lovely and perfumed now, and I can take pride in having made, with the help of others and my friend S. M., a real home for myself and my sons.

As for the roses from H. M., who rang me afterward to say he hoped I had slept well, they came with a very lovely card: “This is the house of flowers. I just wanted to make sure that Senhora Dona Clarice wasn’t away traveling. No, she’s at home. Thank you, said I, blushing, finding it hard to bear so much love alone. (I had just finished reading The Foreign Legion.) Thank you, Clarice Lispector. At the moment, all I need is for you to outlive me. Thank you, too, for my firm belief that you love roses. I am also grateful to you for giving me the certainty that I exist. So much so that I can think of you with not a trace of remorse for having lied to you on the phone. The need to send you flowers was mine, but I want the joy to be entirely yours.”

Thank you, H. M. My joy was so complete and such is my confidence in your joy that I’m going to ask you a favor: I want to buy some white roses still in bud to give to a little friend who was born a few days ago and whose name is Letícia, which means Joy. If you know where I can find some, I’d be very grateful if you could give me a call.

ANOTHER MARIA, AN INNOCENT ONE, AND A CARLOTA TOO

She’s my maid. She brought me a cup of coffee and stood there looking at me. I felt rather embarrassed because, in the summer, I walk around at home barefoot and wearing a short cotton nightdress, not the see-through sort you understand. “Am I being a bit too free and easy, Maria Carlota?” And she replied: “All the ladies do the same. One house where I worked, the lady even received men in their nightshirts.” “But she wasn’t really a lady, was she?” “What was she then?” “Forgive me, Maria Carlota, I’m talking nonsense.”

March 30, 1968

ARMANDO NOGUEIRA, SOCCER AND ME, POOR THING

The title would have been much longer, but it couldn’t fit on one line.

I don’t read Armando Nogueira’s column every day—although I always take at least a quick look—because “my soccer” isn’t good enough for me to understand everything. Although Armando writes so beautifully (not just “well”), that, sometimes, I ignore the technical parts of his column and read for the sheer beauty of his prose. And it must have been in one of the columns I missed that he wrote something that appeared in the Correio da Manhã, along with quotes from Robert Kennedy, Fernandel, Arthur Schlesinger, Geraldine Chaplin, Tristão de Athayde and others, and which someone read out to me over the phone. Armando said: “I would happily exchange my team’s victory in a big match for a crônica …” and this is the surprising part: he goes on to say that he would exchange all that for a crônica by me about soccer.

My first impulse was to take affectionate revenge: to say in my column that I would exchange lots of precious things for a crônica by Armando Nogueira on, say, life. Indeed, my first impulse, minus the revenge, continues: I challenge you, Armando Nogueira, to throw caution to the wind and write about life and about yourself, which comes to the same thing.

However, if your team is Botafogo, I can’t possibly allow you, even as a joke, to exchange a victory by them, not even for a whole novel of mine about soccer.

Let me tell you about me and soccer, which will explain the “poor thing” in the title. I’m a Botafogo fan, which is already a minor drama in itself, but one that I won’t make any worse because I always try to keep a firm grip, as if to the reins of a horse, on my tendency to excess. The thing is, it’s not easy for me to take sides in soccer—although how could I possibly exclude myself from Brazilian life to that extent?—because I have one son who supports Botafogo and another who supports Flamengo. Although this is not entirely my fault, and this is a complaint directed at my son: he, too, supported Botafogo, and then, just like that, perhaps simply to please his father, decided to support Flamengo instead. By then, it was already too late for me to decide, however hard I tried, not to support either team: I had given myself over entirely to Botafogo, along with my passionate ignorance of the game. I say “passionate ignorance” because I feel that I could one day acquire a passionate understanding of soccer.

And now I’m going to tell you the worst part: aside from the times I’ve watched a match on television, I’ve only ever attended one soccer game, in the flesh that is. This, I feel, is as unnatural as being an unnatural Brazilian.

What game was it? I know it was Botafogo, but I don’t remember who they were playing against. My companion, like me, kept his eyes glued on the field, but he understood everything that was going on. And sometimes, even though I felt I was bothering him, I couldn’t help myself and would ask a question. These were answered rapidly and briefly so as to keep my interruptions to the minimum.

Now don’t go thinking that I’m about to say soccer is like ballet. It felt to me more like a life-or-death struggle, as if between gladiators. And I—yes, me “poor thing”—had the distinct impression that the struggle only kept to the rules of the game and did not turn bloody because a referee was watching and would not allow it, and would send off someone like me, if I were playing (!). Much as I love soccer, it would never occur to me to play … Ballet would be more my thing. But does soccer resemble ballet? No, soccer has its own beauty of movement, which doesn’t need comparisons.

As for watching games on television, my Botafogo-supporting son watches with me. And when I ask questions, doubtless very stupid ones given the depths of my ignorance, he replies with a mixture of pitying impatience that immediately morphs into an almost impatient patience, and a certain tenderness for this mother of his who, while she may know other things, has to turn to her son for these lessons in soccer. He, too, answers very quickly so as not to miss any of the game. And if, sometimes, I keep asking questions, he ends up saying, without a hint of irritation: Oh, Ma, there’s no point, you won’t understand anyway.

Which is humiliating. So, in my eagerness to participate in everything, and, therefore, in soccer as well, which, after all, is Brazil, am I never to understand? When I think of everything in which I don’t participate, regardless of whether or not it, too, is Brazil, I feel disheartened by my own smallness. I’m too ambitious and greedy to admit so easily to failing to participate in anything that is life. But I have not yet given up. As for soccer, one day I will understand more. Even, if I live that long, when I’m a little old lady tottering along. Or do you think it’s not worth being one of those modern little old ladies who so often (purely because of our own unforgivable prejudices) seem to verge on the ridiculous when they take an interest in what should all be in the past? It’s just that—and not only as regards soccer, but many other things too—I don’t want only to have the past: I want always to have the present, and a little bit of future.

And now I repeat my friendly challenge to Armando: write about life, and what matters to you in life. (If you weren’t a sports writer, you would certainly still be a writer.) It doesn’t matter if, in this column I’m asking you to write, you enter through the door of soccer: that would make it easier for you to overcome any embarrassment about speaking to the reader directly. To make matters even easier: I will allow you to write an entire column about what soccer means to you personally, and not just as a sport, which would end up revealing how you feel about life. Or is that too general a topic for someone accustomed to specializing in one field? It’s simply that it seems to me you’re not aware of your own potential: the way you write assures me that you could write about all kinds of things. Let me know when you decide to respond to my challenge, because, as I said, I don’t read your column every day, even though I’m really thrilled to be working with you on the same newspaper. I’m waiting.

April 6, 1968

STATE OF GRACE—A FRAGMENT

Anyone who has experienced a state of grace will recognize what I’m talking about. I’m not talking about inspiration, which is a special grace that often comes to those engaged in art.

The state of grace I’m talking about has no practical use. As if its sole purpose was for us to know that it exists. Along with this state, in addition to the tranquil contentment given off by people and things, comes a lucidity that I only call weightless because in grace everything is utterly weightless. It’s the lucidity of someone who no longer has to guess at things, someone who effortlessly knows. That’s all: you know. Don’t ask what, because I can only answer in the same childish way: you effortlessly know.

And there’s a feeling of incomparable physical well-being. The body is transformed into a gift. And you feel it as a gift because you’re experiencing, directly, the undoubted gift of physically existing.

In a state of grace you often see the profound, but previously unfathomable beauty of another person. Indeed, everything acquires a kind of halo, which is not imaginary: it comes from the glow of the almost mathematical radiation given off by things and people. You begin to feel that everything that exists—be it person or thing—inhales and exhales a subtle glow of energy. The truth of the world is impalpable.

It is not at all what I vaguely imagine to be the state of grace of the saints. I have never known such a state and cannot even conceive of it. It is simply the state of grace of an ordinary person who suddenly becomes totally real because he or she is ordinary and human and recognizable.

The discoveries one makes in this state cannot be put into words, cannot be communicated. That is why, when I’m in that state of grace, I remain seated, still and silent. It’s like an annunciation. Although not preceded by the angels who, I suppose, precede the state of grace of the saints, it’s as if the angel of life came to me to announce the world.

Then, slowly, you emerge from that state. Not as if you had been in a trance—there is no trance—but you emerge slowly, uttering the sigh of someone who has possessed the world precisely as it is. It’s also a sigh of longing. Because having experienced gaining a body and a soul and the whole earth, one, of course, wants more and more. In vain: it comes only when it chooses to, spontaneously.

I don’t know why, but I think animals enter into that state of grace more frequently than humans. Except that, unlike us humans, they don’t know that they do. The lives of animals are uncluttered by such human obstacles as reason, logic, understanding. Animals enjoy the glory of the direct and of whatever happens directly.

God is quite right not to give us this state of grace very often. If he did, we might pass over permanently into the other side of life, which is also real, but then no one would ever understand us again. We would lose our shared language.

It’s also a good thing that it doesn’t occur as often as I would like. Because then I might grow accustomed to happiness—I forgot to mention that, in the state of grace, you feel very happy. Becoming accustomed to happiness would be dangerous. We would become more selfish, because happy people are selfish, less sensitive to human pain, we would not feel the need to help those who need help—and all because we would find in grace life’s essence and reward.

No, even if it were up to me, I wouldn’t want to experience that state of grace too frequently. It would become an addiction, it would attract me like an addiction, and I would become as absorbed in contemplation as an opium eater. And if it did appear more often, I’m sure I would abuse it: I would start wanting to living permanently in that state. And that would represent an unforgivable flight from our merely human destiny, which involves struggle and suffering and confusion and only minor joys.

It’s also a good thing that the state of grace does not last long. If it did, knowing as I do my almost childish ambitions, I would end up trying to enter into the mysteries of Nature. And if I tried to do that, I’m sure grace would vanish. Because it is a gift and, since it asks nothing of us, it would vanish at once were we to make any demands of it. We must remember that the state of grace is merely a chink through which we can peer into a land that is a kind of calm paradise, but it is not the entrance to that paradise, nor does it give us the right to eat of the fruit of its trees.

You emerge from the state of grace with your face unlined, your eyes wide and pensive, and even if you haven’t smiled, it’s as if your whole body had been gently smiling. And you emerge a better person than when you entered. You have experienced something that seems to redeem the human condition, while, at the same time, the narrow limits of that condition have become more marked. And precisely because, after grace, the human condition reveals itself in all its needy poverty, you learn to love more, to forgive more, to wait more. You feel a kind of acceptance of suffering and its often unbearable paths.

There are arid, desert days when I would give years of my life in exchange for a few minutes of grace.

PS I stand, body and soul, with the tragic fate of Brazil’s students.fn6

April 20, 1968

FAREWELL, I’M LEAVING!

I cannot, alas, reply to readers’ letters, or only very occasionally. But there was one that mixed aggression with flattery, an example of what people call “blunt honesty.” Because in one of my columns I said that I would prefer not to be thought of as nice, he says: “I won’t be so frivolous as to say that I think you are nice, full of highs and lows, but I am vulgar enough to say that I consider you pretty.”

He says he’s met me, but I have such a terrible memory, I can’t visualize anyone by that name. He says: “Some things make you a worthy compatriot of Chekhov. Others identify you as someone very much from here. Not from Cruz Alta or Montes Claros, but from Bagé or Cascadura.” My dear, it wouldn’t bother me in the least to be from Bagé or Cascadura. And I am writing for whoever might care to read me. You, Francisco, complain too much, sometimes justifiably, sometimes not. I’m not at all annoyed: I myself created a life in which I can say everything and hear everything. But there are various moments in your letter when I can’t decide whether I should feel offended or flattered.

You complain about my despondency. You’re right, Francisco, I am a little despondent, and in desperate need of others to cheer me up. But my despondency is the same as that felt by thousands of other people. All it takes, though, is for me to get a phone call or talk to someone I like for my hopes to be reborn, and then I feel strong again. You doubtless met me at a time when I was full of hope.

How do I know this? Because you say I’m pretty. Now, the truth is I’m not. But when I feel full of hope, then I do give off something that might be called beauty.

You’re quite right to want me, like Chekhov, to write amusing things. My dear friend, if I were to write so much as one page like Chekhov, I would be a great woman and not the defenseless creature that I am. Don’t worry, Francisco, my moment to say amusing things will come, I really am full of highs and lows, and one of these days, I will ride in on the crest of a wave. The moment for laughter will come, Francisco. I can hardly wait, which is a good sign: it means that the moment for hope to be reborn out of the ashes is nigh. Meanwhile, I have chosen to laugh or cry depending on my highs and lows.

Francisco, you offer me your “kingdom, a horse and a mess of pottage.” I consider myself the most humble servant in your kingdom. I also agree to fly on your horse through the dark, Francisco, because you have left me completely in the dark, and have still not offered me a single clue as to how I might bloom in the light, which is what I need. But you’re a kind man, and, despite your disappointment in my current inability to laugh, you do offer me that peerless dish: a mess of pottage. Finally, someone has realized that I’m hungry.

Then you offered me something so extraordinary that I, too, felt extraordinary. And the only reason I won’t accept is because I can’t. For you, with the simplicity of someone with inner riches, make the following proposal:

“Let’s run away to Hong Kong or some other far-flung place.”

And, as you say, “may God guard and protect us for ever.”

Amen, Francisco, and thank you: I want everything you have to give me. It’s been a long time since anyone offered me a mess of pottage to satisfy this archaic hunger of mine. We would travel so far on your horse, Francisco! And we would never come back. Farewell, everyone, because here I am mounted on the fine horse that will carry me off to the light. I am leaving for my very own Pasárgada, at last!fn7

The other letters from this latest crop are from very pure people, who have total confidence in me. I couldn’t possibly say which of them I found most touching. They all warmed my heart, they all offered me a helping hand to raise me up so that I could glimpse the great panorama of the world, and they all cheered me immensely. I’m a very happy columnist. I wrote nine books that made many people love me from afar. But there’s a mystery about being a cronista that I don’t quite understand: we writers of crônicas, at least those based in Rio, are much loved. And writing a kind of crônica every Saturday has brought me still more love. I feel so close to those who read me. And I’m glad to be writing for newspapers I respect. I can only think of three or four female cronistas: Elsie Lessa, Rachel de Queiroz, Dinah Silveira de Queiroz and me. I’m going to phone Elsie, who has been writing a column for longer than me, to ask what I should do about the marvelous phone calls I receive, the roses pungent with beauty that I’m sent, the simple and profound letters I get.

I promise my readers that I will be happier, and thus, even if only for a moment, I will make them happier too. But, dear God, what is happy? I can no longer bear the loneliness of this Carlos Drummond de Andrade world. May you live for a long time, Drummond, so that I can phone you as I do from time to time, always with a good reason, otherwise I wouldn’t have the courage to interrupt you in your work. But today I had the courage to be the pretty, hopeful person you saw in me, Francisco. And I spoke to Drummond on the phone, almost calling him Carlinhos, because it’s important to remember that, for all his greatness, he is also Carlinhos, which is what his mother called him. He, too, needs to be spoiled. I’m going to stop here, because I’m riding too fast on Francisco’s horse and if I’m not careful, today, I might start the first chapter of another child: a novel. The problem is that I hand in my crônicas a few days in advance, and they are published on a Saturday in the early hours, like a loaf of bread coming out of the oven, and the sky might be full of red clouds, the moon a mere sliver, and I will already have a whole new batch of feelings, in among my inevitable highs and lows.

Yes, Otávio Bonfim, writing for a newspaper is a great experience, to which I now return, and being a journalist, as I was and am today, is a great profession. Making contact with other people through the written word is glorious. If the words for which I struggle so hard were taken from me, I would have to dance or paint. I would have to find some way of communicating with the world. And writing exalts the human being.

How is it possible? How can it be that I have written nine books and in not one of them have I said to my readers: I love you? I love those who have the patience to wait for me and for my voice, which emerges from the written word. I suddenly feel terribly responsible. Because given that I have always known how to use words—sometimes stammeringly—I am a criminal for never saying, however clumsily, what you would like to hear me say. What would you like to hear from me? I have an instrument in my hand and I don’t know how to play it, that’s the problem. One that will never be resolved. Lack of courage? Must I, by damming up my love, must I pretend that I do not feel what I feel, namely, love for other people?

In order to salvage this full-moon dawn, I say unto you: I love you.

I don’t hand out bread to people, I can only hand out words. And it’s painful to be so poor. Sitting in my living room in the middle of the night, I got up and went over to the terrace and saw the full moon—I’m far more lunar than I am solar. And a solitude too great for a human being to bear gripped me, well, that same solitude grips me if I do not write: I love you. How to explain that I feel like the mother of the world? But saying “I love you” is almost more than I can bear! It’s painful. It’s really painful to love so impotently. Therefore, I continue to wait.

April 27, 1968

A POINTLESS SCANDAL

I know I run the risk of scandalizing my readers, both male and female. My male readers more than my female readers, although I don’t know why.

How to begin except at the beginning? And the beginning is fairly brutal. Prepare yourselves. It’s this: I interviewed the madam of a brothel, a so-called house of ill repute.

There, I’ve said it. I can assure you, though, that you’ve no need to be afraid: my motives were and are utterly pure. I am innocent.

I can’t tell you how I got the name and number of the woman I’ll call “Dona Y”—I don’t want to identify her so as not to cause her any problems with the police, should there be any. Anyway, I got her phone number and called her.

At the beginning of our conversation, there was a degree of mistrust on her part: she didn’t seem to know quite what I wanted, and God alone knows what she thought I wanted. Soon, though, she was saying: “All right, my love.” I told her I very much wanted to talk to her in person, and asked if we could meet somewhere for a cup of tea, in a place of her choosing. She suggested that I visit her at home. I preferred not to, “my love.” I also don’t know why she arranged to meet me outside the Farmácia Jaci in Praça José de Alencar—an awful place, besides anything else: all kinds of men walk past and, inevitably, wonder what a woman is doing standing there alone.

My reasons for wanting to meet her? It’s because I was a confused, bewildered adolescent with one silent, intense question in my head: “what is the world like? and why this world?” I went on to learn lots of things. But my adolescent self’s silent, insistent question remains.

And what have I learned since, simply by opening my rather narrow eyes a little wider? I saw that the problem of prostitution is clearly a social problem. Behind this lies another deeper problem: many men prefer to pay precisely because they want to avoid feelings or affection, precisely because they want to humiliate and be humiliated. This avoidance of love is a fact: men pay to avoid it. There are even married men who choose to be the sole breadwinner so as make their wife an object they pay for.

Anyway, on the morning when I was due to meet Dona Y, I phoned her. She said she was about to go to the doctor’s. I asked what was wrong. She had what every brothel madam must have: an ailing heart. I arranged to phone her later. This took ages: her line was constantly busy, God knows why and so do we: it was a family home, as she put it, and very secluded, which is why all meetings are arranged by phone. I finally got through, and Dona Y said: I’m feeling worse, I’m going to lie down. Call me at four o’clock. I thought: please don’t let her die before I get to meet her.

No, it wasn’t easy for me to actually go and meet her. The first time I phoned her, I came down with a violent headache, which only went away when I realized it was caused by the thought that I was committing a sin. Nevertheless, that night, I had a horrible dream in which Dona Y told me she had leprosy. And I didn’t want to touch her. I woke up terrified. So why did I still want to meet her? Because I had to find that answer for which there is no answer.

I waited for an hour and half outside the pharmacy. She never came. I went home and called her, and she said she’d waited there for half an hour. I lost interest. Weeks went by and I barely gave her a thought. However, I’m one of those people who likes to finish a job. I phoned her again. Another rendezvous outside Farmácia Jaci. This time, she wanted to meet at ten in the morning, because in the afternoon she was too busy.

I waited for a while. In the morning, the only people who pass by are women with shopping bags. She finally arrived wearing the clothes she’d said she would be wearing. And she looked quite distinguished. Probably more than me, but then I don’t need to look distinguished.

She immediately explained that her home really is a family home. That the person who takes care of business is a widowed brother-in-law, but that this wasn’t his only source of income. Later, I asked if she earned anything. She said she didn’t. A lie. We went to a café that happened to be opening its doors, and I ordered the same as her: grape juice.

Goodness, what a banal conversation. She has a daughter studying ballet. For lack of anything else to talk about, we discussed fires. She said she’d been in several, but had thrown the burning mattress out of the window.

The really strange thing is, she liked me. She said: now that we know each other, call me up sometimes for a chat. I thought: certainly not, why would I?

She told me that men, poor things, need a safe place to go. That fortunately, the Mangue no longer existed.fn8 A dreadful area. Indeed.

What else can I say? Nothing. She had time to linger a while, and so did I. But I was the one to get up and leave. And I paid for the grape juice. That day, I didn’t even feel like eating lunch.

But what was I expecting? Had my adolescent question died a death? Is it simply that the world is dull? Or am I dull? Or is Dona Y dull? Probably all those things are true. I felt that I’d had a wasted day.

A friend of mine, whom I’d told about the kind of meeting I was hoping for, told me calmly and unemotionally: that’s where the writer comes in. But I’m not a writer. I’m just someone who’s interested in the world. And who, at least on that particular day, no longer was. I didn’t even feel hungry.

Ah, yes, she did tell me in outraged tones that the kind of girls who seek out that kind of work are only in it for the money. Who would have thought it.

And here you have my failed interview. Well, we all fail almost always.

May 11, 1968

DECLARATION OF LOVE

This is a confession of love: I love the Portuguese language. It’s not easy. Or malleable. And unless worked on hard by the mind, it tends to lack subtlety and can kick back at those who boldly dare to transform it into a language of feeling and awareness. And love. The Portuguese language is a real challenge for any writer. Especially for anyone who, in writing, is intent on removing the first layer of superficiality from things and people.

It sometimes protests when faced by a more than usually complicated thought. It sometimes takes fright at the unexpectedness of a sentence. I enjoy handling it—as I used to enjoy riding a horse and controlling it with the reins, sometimes at a trot, sometimes at a gallop.

I would like the Portuguese language to reach new heights in my hands. As would all writers. Camõesfn9 and other such fine writers were not enough to leave us a permanent legacy of a language ready to use. Those of us who write are trying to bring life to the grave of thought.

So, yes, there are problems. But I’ve said nothing about the delights of wrestling with a language that has not been fully developed. The legacy bequeathed to me is not enough.

If I had lost the power of speech and had also lost the ability to write, and I was asked which language I would like to belong to, I would say: English, which is precise and beautiful. However, since I was not born mute and I can write, it is absolutely clear to me that what I really want is to write in Portuguese. I almost wish I hadn’t learned other languages: so that I could come to the Portuguese language virginal and pure.

THE THREE EXPERIENCES

There are three things I was born to do and to which I give my life. I was born to love others, I was born to write, and I was born to bring up my sons. That “love others” is so vast that I even include forgiving myself with any leftover love. Those three things are so important that my life is too short for so much. I have to hurry, time is pressing. I can’t waste a minute of my allotted time. Loving others is the only road to individual salvation that I know: no one will lose by giving love and, sometimes, receiving love in return.

And I was born to write. The word is my dominion over the world. Ever since I was a child, I’ve had various vocations passionately calling to me. One was to write. And for reasons unknown to me, this was the one I followed. Perhaps because the other vocations required a long apprenticeship, whereas when it comes to writing, the apprenticeship is the life being lived in and around us. I’m no good at studying. And to write, the only studying you can do is to write. I trained myself from the age of seven so that one day I would have the language fully in my grasp.fn10 And yet whenever I start to write, it’s as if I were doing so for the first time. Every book I write is a painful, joyful debut. The ability to renew myself completely as time passes is what I call living and writing.

As for my sons, they were not born by chance. I wanted to be a mother. My two sons were engendered deliberately. They are both here, by my side. I am proud of them, I renew myself in them, I accompany their sufferings and anxieties, I give them everything I can give them. If I were not a mother, I would be alone in the world. But I have my descendants now, and it is for their future that, day by day, I prepare my name. I know that one day they will spread their wings for that very necessary flight, and I will be left alone. It’s inevitable, because we do not bring up children for our own benefit, we bring them up for theirs. When I am left alone, I will be sharing the destiny of all women.

I will still have loving to do though. Writing may be powerful stuff, but it could betray and abandon me; one day, I might feel that I had written what I had to write in this world, and that I should learn to stop. Writing brings no guarantees.

On the other hand, loving is something I can do until I die. Loving never ends. It’s as if the world were waiting for me. And I’m going to meet what awaits me.

I hope to God that I will not live in the past. That I will always have the present and a little bit, however illusory, of the future.

Time rushes by, time is short: I need to hurry, but, at the same time, I need to live as if this, my life, were eternal. And then dying will be the end of something dazzling: dying will be one of the most important acts in my life. I’m afraid of dying: I don’t know what nebulae and milky ways await me. I want to die emphasizing both life and death.

I ask only one thing: when I die, I want to have someone I love at my side, holding my hand. Then I won’t be afraid, and I will have company when I cross the great divide. I would like it if there were such a thing as reincarnation: that I could be reborn after death and give my living soul to a new person. I would, though, like forewarning of that. If reincarnation really does exist, the life I lead now is not really mine: a soul was given to my body. I want to be reborn over and over. And in my next incarnation, I will read my books like any other interested reader, and I will not know that I was the one who wrote them in this incarnation.

I just need a warning, a sign. An intuition perhaps? Will it come when I open a book? Will I receive the sign when I’m listening to music?

One of the loneliest things I know is having no premonitions.

May 18, 1968

THE MASSACRE OF HUMAN BEINGS: THE INDIANS

Before I tell you what Noel Nutels told me, I need to say who he is. Noel was the doctor on the 1944–50 Roncador-Xingu expedition; he performed the same role for the Serviço de Proteção aos Índios (Department for the Protection of Indians) from 1951 to 1955, when José Maria da Gama Malcher was the director. After this, in 1956, when Maurício de Medeiros was Health Minister, Nutels created the Serviço de Unidades Sanitárias Aéreas (Department of Aerial Health Units) or Susa, of which he remains the director, and which is now part of the Serviço Nacional de Tuberculose (National Tuberculosis Department). One of Susa’s aims is to provide health care with a special focus on tuberculosis. Their work takes the form of periodic visits by specialist teams to the indigenous areas of Brazil. One of the main areas is the Xingu National Park. This covers 10,200 square miles, almost the whole of the Xingu River. Nearly fifteen different indigenous peoples live in this region in conditions that have changed little since the discovery of Brazil. Indigenous groups classified as Tupi, Jê, Arawak and Caribe live there. Other isolated groups live within the National Park and the surrounding region; some, but not all, have already been contacted, and they form separate linguistic groups. No Indians are killed in this area. This is because the National Park is run by the Villas-Bôas brothers, who, having absorbed the thinking of Cândido Rondon,fn11 use a personal, humane approach when dealing with the native peoples.

I asked Noel if there was another reason why no Indians were killed in this region, especially within the National Parks. He said that, in the first place, the area is protected by the Government and they have forbidden the indiscriminate, unregulated entry into the Park by people eager to exploit the land, the riches under the earth, and the raw materials commonly found in Amazonia.

So why, then, this sudden killing of Indians? He replied: “Indians have been killed ever since the discovery of Brazil.” At the time of the discoveries, there were about a million and a half indigenous peoples; now, at most, and this is an optimistic estimate, there are eighty thousand still living in tribes. Part of that early indigenous population disappeared after contact with the European culture that destroyed them. The Indians were sacrificed to the large farms and plantations or the big cities built by those outsiders who came to colonize our lands.

We know that one of the main concerns of the Brazilian Constitution is the preservation of our Indian population; there is a constitutional principle guaranteeing that the Indian can continue to own the land he occupies. It seems incredible that this same constitutional principle lies behind the massacre of the Indians—namely, greed for the land they occupy. In a statement, the Minister of Justice says that one of the factors in this killing is the sale to foreigners of nearly one-eighth of our territory. It occurs to me to ask: how then are Indians being killed, when this is clearly a premeditated act? There are various ways of killing Indians: from the simplest, with a rifle bullet, to the more refined, such as the wholesale interference in Indian culture through religious teachings, which forbid them from preserving their original culture, which inevitably results in the death of the native. Or you can kill an Indian by seizing the land and soil to which he is viscerally connected.

According to Noel, the only way to save Brazil’s remaining Indian population is by creating more areas like the Xingu National Park, and even more importantly, by Ibra (Instituto Brasileiro de Reforma Agraria—the Brazilian Institute for Agrarian Reform) urgently enacting their planned reforms. Because as long as the land remains open to speculators, Brazil will remain at risk. If we continue to be the object of other countries’ ambitions, we Brazilians will continue to be the poor wretches we are and will continue to kill not only Indians, but ourselves too.

WHILE YOU ARE SLEEPING

If you only knew how different this night is. It’s three in the morning, and I’m having one of my insomnias. I made myself a cup of coffee, since I knew there was no way I would go back to sleep. I added too much sugar, and the coffee tasted horrible. I can hear the sound of the waves breaking on the beach. Tonight is different because, while you are sleeping, I’m talking to you. I pause to go out onto the terrace, I look down at the street and the sliver of beach and sea. It’s dark. So dark. I think of the people I love: they’re all either sleeping or having fun. Some may be drinking whiskey. My coffee then becomes even sweeter, even more impossible. And the darkness grows so very dark. I’m falling into a kind of painless sadness. It’s not too bad. It’s just the way it is. Tomorrow, I’ll probably feel a little happiness, no great ecstasies, just happiness, and that’s not bad either. Yes, but I’m not really enjoying this pact with the mediocrity of living.

May 25, 1968

STRICTLY FEMININE

On May 18, according to the cutting I was given, there was an unpleasant comment made about me in an article entitled “Women writers gather together today in Rio for a festival.” O Globo says that, when asked why Clarice Lispector’s name did not appear on the list, why she wasn’t among the writers present at the festival, one of Irene Tavares de Sá’s assistants said:

“We’re very sorry she isn’t here, since it would have been a pleasure to have her with us. However, when she declined our first invitation, we thought that perhaps there had been a misunderstanding and decided to phone her again in order to emphasize how much we wanted her to be here, but she refused point-blank, saying there was no way she wanted to be part of the meeting.”

I have witnesses to what is a flagrant lie. To start with, they only phoned me once and not twice as they say. Unless they rang a wrong number and someone decided to play a trick on them and pretend to be me.

I received one phone call and my literal answer was “I regretted not being able to take part, but I would be away from Rio on that date.” And so the words refused, point-blank, no way, etc. are completely unjustified.

Another mistake: when they list the authors who will appear at the festival, they mention Marly de Oliveira. Now, at the time of the festival, that great poet and friend of mine will have been in Buenos Aires for a good two weeks, and will remain there for the next few years. I advise Dona Irene’s assistants to take a little more care in future. This is the explanation I owe my public.

“WILD ROSES”

The words wild roses are enough to make me take a deep breath as if the world were pure rose. I have a very good friend who occasionally sends me some wild roses. And their perfume gives me the courage to breathe and to live.

Wild roses contain one of the strangest, most delicate of mysteries: the older they get, the more perfume they give off.

When they’re almost dead and turning yellow, the perfume becomes stronger and sweeter, and reminds me of perfumed moonlit nights in Recife. When they do finally die, and are dead dead—then, like a flower reborn from the cradle of the earth, the perfume they give off is truly intoxicating. They are dead, ugly, no longer white, but brownish in color. But how can I discard them, dead, when their soul is alive? I solved the problem of these dead wild roses by removing the perfumed petals and scattering them in my clothes drawer.

The last time my friend sent me some wild roses, and when these were dying and growing ever more perfumed, I said to my sons:

“This is how I would like to die: perfuming the room with love. Dead but exhaling a living soul.”

I forgot to mention that the wild rose is a climbing plant and each stem bears several blooms. Wild roses, I love you. Each day, I die for your perfume.

May 27, 1968

SAUDADE

Saudade is a little like hunger.fn12 It only goes away when you can actually taste the person’s presence. Sometimes, though, the saudade goes so deep that mere presence is not enough: you want to absorb the whole person. The desire of one being to be entirely united with another is one of life’s most urgent feelings.

June 1, 1968

A MYSTERIOUS SENTENCE, A STRANGE DREAM

Sometimes complete sentences appear in my head, the belated result of previous thoughts. These sentences are mysterious because they arrive unattached to any source. For example, the following sentences came to me and could have been spoken by so many unhappy people: “I wanted to give you bread for your hunger, but you wanted gold. And yet your hunger is as large as your soul, which you have shrunk down to be the size of your hunger.”

Why these words, which I did not live myself? The only hypothesis, because of that word gold, is that they had their origin in a reader’s dream, which she wrote down for me. She signed herself Azalea, and has subsequently become a great friend. And she said: “Don’t be shocked or frightened. The interpretation is very positive. I dreamed of a kind of vast flower bed, with the earth all churned up. There were many people bent over or kneeling beside this flower bed. They were all complete strangers to me, as I stood watching the scene. With some I couldn’t even tell if I knew them or not, because their faces were so engrossed in their work of turning over the soil. They were looking for gold, Clarice. And they found it. Because before each of them was an ever-growing pile of shining stuff that could only have been gold.

“Among these people, also furiously digging, was a person whose face I knew well: Clarice Lispector, the writer—who, ever since my literature classes at school, I have always considered to be the finest writer in the Portuguese language. Her face was so familiar that it felt as if she were a family member. I eagerly joined her in the work of digging for gold.

“Unlike the other people, though, what lay before her was a filthy pile of earth. Not gold. The others were digging away, happily separating out the shining metal and adding it to their respective piles of gold. Not you. Each time you desperately buried your hands in the dug earth, you pulled out fistfuls of hair, dark, dirty, horrible. And you kept looking at me in despair to show me the results of your search.

“And then once again, you would throw yourself into that desperate work of excavation. I understood that your every look and gesture, your empty hands—no gold, not even clumps of golden hair—was an appeal for help. Then I went over to you. I touched you on the shoulder. I asked you to leave. This was no place for you. It’s odd because, all the time, I felt as upset, desperate and sick as if I were Clarice Lispector. You did as I asked. You stood up and made as if to come with me. I turned my back on the group still frantically digging, and left, leading you by the hand. I sensed, though, that you were still reluctant. You kept looking back. Sorry to be leaving, as if in that place lay your last hope. We walked a little, hand in hand, not speaking. You were crying bitterly, and now and then you would detach yourself from me and stare down at your two empty hands. Holding them out before you, side by side. And you were sobbing: They’re empty, Azalea! I clasped them again, afraid you might return to that insane task. It was then that a man appeared before us. Although made entirely of gold, he was nonetheless alive, because he was walking and smiling in a friendly, kindly fashion. You knew him. I did not. You called out his name and ran to him. Seeing you locked in a close embrace, I could no longer make out who was made of gold, you or him. You both glowed, and a brightness, an intense light shone all around. I woke up weeping. I told my family this dream over breakfast. It was a Sunday. My brother-in-law said ‘Listen, Clarice Lispector’s column should be in today’s Jornal do Brasil. I’ll go and buy it for you.’ It was then that I felt the need to talk to you. Either by letter or phone, I needed to find some way of talking to you. My brother-in-law came back and said: ‘Her column only appears on Saturdays.’ I waited until the next Saturday (on the other days of the week I read a different daily paper). And on Saturday, your newspaper brought Clarice into our apartment, on that fresh, sunny April morning.”

Azalea did not just send me a letter. She sent me, along with the letter, a limpidly pure young man: it was Domenico, bringing me some white climbing roses. Those roses are very mysterious: the more time passes and the older they get, the more perfumed they become. I phoned Azalea to tell her, and she said that this is precisely what these roses do and that she would give me a cutting to grow on my terrace, near the railings, so that they would climb up and perfume my life. (Speaking of perfume, I was filled with such a feeling of saudade that I went to my room and sprayed some Lanvin Scandal on my hair. And since I have fair hair, I imagined it had turned to gold, just as in Azalea’s dream.)

The dream made a real impression on me, and all I know is that it must be symbolic. I will ask a wizard friend of mine—a psychoanalyst—how to interpret the gold, as well as what I wrote about gold and bread. Still feeling full of joy, it suddenly occurred to me that bread is made from the gold of wheat.

June 8, 1968

AND TOMORROW IS SUNDAY

I wish you a very good Sunday. Monday tends to be a more difficult day because it’s always an attempt at starting a new life. Let us make Sunday night a modest New Year’s Eve, because while Sunday midnight is not the beginning of a New Year, it is the beginning of a new week, which means making plans and building dreams. My plan for this new week can be summed up as finally sorting out my papers, since I definitely won’t have the help of a housekeeper. As for my dreams, forgive me, but I keep them to myself, just as you, with an understandably pensive look in your eyes, keep yours.

BOURGEOIS IDEAL

How can a disorderly person become an orderly one? My papers are a mess and my files need sorting out. (I’m going to get a secretary because, according to the doctor, if I don’t, I’ll collapse.) This would be of little importance, I think, if I had some inner order. People worry a lot about outer order because their inner world is in disorder and they need a counterpoint to reassure them. I need reassurance too, which a strict, rigid kind of order in my filing system would represent. Just the thought of tidying drawers fills me with a sloth that I immediately classify as weekend sloth. I hope my sloth finds an echo in some readers, male and female, so that I don’t feel they are better than me. The truth is that, when it comes to order, what I would really like is for someone to take on the task of providing me with an orderly atmosphere. My absurd idea of luxury would be to have some sort of housekeeper-cum-secretary who would take care of my entire external life, including going to certain parties on my behalf. Someone who would, at the same time, adore me—although I would demand above all that she do so discreetly, because rampant hero worship is unbearable and acts as a constraint and a brake on spontaneity, and doesn’t allow us to have the defects, innate and acquired, on which we zealously depend—for our defects, and not just our qualities, serve as our crutches.

What else would that housekeeper-cum-secretary do? She wouldn’t look at me too much, so that I wouldn’t feel awkward. She would speak quite naturally, but, equally naturally, would remain silent, so as to leave me in peace. And, of course, all my files would be in order. She would be the one to decide what we would eat for lunch and supper—meals would become a delightful surprise for me. And, of course, my papers would be in order. She would also be very understanding of my sadness, and discreet enough not to show that she’d understood. And she would, of course, respond impeccably to my publishers. As for my sons, I would take care of them. Although she could be a substitute mother when I went to the cinema or to work. And a substitute mother has the advantage of not overwhelming children with too much affection. As children grow up, the mother should grow smaller. However, our tendency is to continue to loom large. If my sons ever read this, they’ll love it. Because whenever any mother of Russian origin goes to kiss her children, instead of giving them one kiss, she’ll want to give them forty. I explained this to one of my sons, who said that I was simply making excuses, and that the truth is I just love kissing them.

June 15, 1968

BELONGING

A doctor friend of mine assured me that even in the cradle a child can feel the atmosphere, can want things: the human being begins right there in the cradle.

I’m sure that in the cradle my very first desire was to belong. For reasons that are irrelevant here, I must already have been feeling that I did not belong to anything or anyone. I was born gratis.

Assuming I did experience that human hunger in the cradle, it has continued to accompany me throughout my life, as if it were a kind of destiny. To the point that my heart feels a pang of envy and desire whenever I see a nun, since she belongs to God.

It’s precisely because the hunger to give myself to something or someone is so strong in me that I tend to be rather aloof: I’m afraid to reveal how needy I am and how poor. Because I really am. Very poor. I have only a body and a soul. And I need more than that. Perhaps I began writing so early in life because, by writing, I did at least belong a little to myself. Which is a mere sad facsimile.

Over time, especially in recent years, I have lost the ability to be a person. I no longer know how. And a new kind of solitude, the “solitude of not belonging,” has begun to invade me like ivy creeping up a wall.

If my oldest desire is to belong, why, then, have I never joined a club or an association? Because that isn’t what I call belonging. What I wanted, and cannot have, is, for example, to be able to give every good thing that came to me from within to whatever it was I belonged to. Even my joys, which are sometimes solitary. And a solitary joy can be rather pathetic. It’s like holding a present all done up with ribbons and bows—and having no one to whom one can say: here, it’s yours, open it! Not wanting to find myself in such a pathetic position, and, out of a feeling of constraint, wanting to avoid a tragic tone, I rarely put gift wrapping around my feelings.

The need to belong is not just a product of weakness and a need to join forces with something or someone stronger than myself. Often the intense desire to belong has its roots in my own strength—I want to belong so that my strength doesn’t prove to be pointless, but can be used to shore up another person or thing.

Although I do have one joy: I belong, for example, to my country, and like millions of other people, I belong so completely that I am Brazilian. And while I have sincerely never wanted to be popular nor would I want to be—I’m too much of an individualist to bear the invasion to which a popular person falls victim—even though I don’t desire popularity, I do, nevertheless, feel happy to belong to Brazilian literature. No, not out of pride or ambition. I am happy to belong to Brazilian literature for reasons that have nothing to do with literature, because I am neither one of the literati nor an intellectual. I am happy simply “to belong.”

I can almost see myself in the cradle, I can almost reproduce in myself that vague, yet pressing need to belong. For reasons that neither my mother nor my father could control, I was born and remained just that: born.

And yet the plan was that my birth would be a truly lovely event. My mother was already ill then, and, according to a fairly widespread superstition, it was thought that having a child would cure a woman of illness. And so I was deliberately engendered: with love and hope. Except that I did not cure my mother. And even today, I still feel that burden of guilt: they created me in order to carry out a particular mission, and I failed. It was as if they had counted on me to fight in the trenches in a war, and I had deserted. I know that my parents forgave me for being born in vain and betraying their great hope. But I don’t forgive myself. I just wish I had performed that miracle of being born and curing my mother. Then I would have belonged to my father and my mother. I could not even confide in anyone else that “solitude of not belonging” because, as a deserter, I had to keep my desertion secret, afraid I would be found out.

Life occasionally made me belong, as if to give me the measure of what I have lost by not belonging. And then I realized: to belong is to live. I felt this with the thirst of someone lost in the desert, gulping down the last drops of water in a canteen. And then the thirst returns, and I’m walking through the same desert.

June 22, 1968

STILL NO ANSWER

I don’t know how to write any more, I’ve lost the knack. But I’ve already seen lots of things in the world. One of them, and not the least painful either, is seeing mouths open to say something or perhaps merely to stammer something out, only to fail. Then I sometimes wish I could say what they could not. I don’t know how to write any more, although the whole literary thing has gradually become of so little importance to me that not knowing how to write might be exactly what will save me from literature.

What is it then that has become important to me? Well, whatever it is, maybe it will manifest itself through literature.

AN EXPERIENCE

Perhaps it is one of the most important experiences for humans and animals. That of asking for help and, thanks to someone’s sheer goodness and compassion, being given that help. Perhaps it’s worth being born just so that one day you can silently beg and silently receive. I have asked for help before now. And it was given to me.

At the time, I felt like a dangerous tiger with an arrow stuck in its flesh, which kept cautiously circling all the fearful people until it found someone who would release it from its pain. Until one person realized that a wounded tiger is no more dangerous than a child. And who, going over to the wild beast, unafraid to touch it, carefully removed the arrow.

And the tiger? No, there are some things for which neither people nor animals can express their gratitude. Afterward I, the tiger, paced slowly back and forth in front of the person, stopped, licked one of my paws, and then, since words are unimportant, silently left.

BEING A WRITER OF CRÔNICAS

I know I am not really a cronista, but I have given the matter some thought. I should really talk to Rubem Braga about it, since he invented the crônica.fn13 But I want to see if I can tackle the subject alone and come to some conclusion of my own.

Is the crônica a story? Is it a conversation? Is it the summation of a state of mind? I don’t know, because before beginning to write for the Jornal do Brasil, I had only written novels and short stories. My feeling after agreeing with the newspaper to write a column every Saturday was one of absolute terror. A friend with a strong, convincing, affectionate voice more or less told me not to be afraid. He said: just write whatever comes into your head, even if it’s nonsense, because you’ve already written serious things, and your readers will understand that your weekly crônica is an honest way of earning some money. And yet, since I wanted to do the decent thing by the newspaper, which is a good newspaper, I preferred not to write nonsense. If I did write any nonsense, and I must have written quite a lot, it was entirely unintentional.

Equally unintentionally, I became too personal in what I wrote, running the risk that I might, at any moment, lay bare my life past and present, which I do not intend to do. Another thing I noticed: knowing I was writing for a newspaper, that is, something easily available to everyone, rather than a book, which is only going to be opened by someone who really wants to open it, was enough for me, quite unwittingly, to change my way of writing. Not that I mind changing, on the contrary. But I would like those changes to be deeper, more personal, changes that would then go on to be reflected in my writing. But why change simply because this is a column or a crônica? Why be lighter simply because that’s what the reader wants? To amuse them? So that they can fill a few minutes with a little reading? And another thing: in my books I profoundly want a profound communication with myself and with the reader. Here in the newspaper, I merely speak to the reader and am pleased when he or she is pleased. I’m going to tell you the truth: I’m not happy. And I think I really will have that conversation with Rubem Braga, because I have singularly failed to come to some conclusion on my own.

June 29, 1968

CORRESPONDENCE

I apologize to all those of you to whom I have not responded because I don’t know where I’ve put your letters: I seem to lose things even at home. But one day, I will find them and respond.—F. N. M., you are a wily fox, but even someone as absentminded as me could spot your tail sticking out. I bet even your initials are false too; and given the number of diplomats you mention, I reckon you’re the wife of a diplomat. You adopt an air of false pity, saying you knew the cause of my depression was my ex-husband remarrying. Madam, please keep your pity to yourself, I don’t need it. And if you want to know the truth, something you weren’t expecting, here it is: when I separated from my husband, he waited for me to come back to him for more than seven years. When he remarried, and very happily, that was a great relief to me, if you can understand such things: it was a relief and a joy because I knew he had found a good companion and was no longer alone—and I no longer felt guilty. I’m still on friendly terms with my ex-husband’s family, and I speak very cordially to him and his new wife. Forgive me, F. N. M., for wrecking the novel you’ve been busily constructing. However, I’m giving you new material so that you can invent another one: I did go through a phase of being depressed, and not only do I have no interest in telling you why, I do not wish to. Is that all right, sweetheart?

Maria Ester Mussoi: you show some talent as a writer (but, please, don’t send me manuscripts because I don’t want to read them). From Maria Ester: “Your death knell sounded when you killed Kennedy, the greatest Caesar you ever had; when your legionnaires turned Vietnam into a field of blood and death; but mainly now, you pseudocivilization, when you snatched from a peace-loving Black man the right to live and speak.” Your crônica is also good. However, I want to say to you and to all those beginning to write that, in order to break grammatical rules, you first have to know what they are—otherwise, it’s a case of mere error and ignorance. And yes, creating is difficult. But it’s worth it.

Fundação Casa do Estudante do Brasil: I’m sorry I did not go to the concert held by the Choir and Orchestra of the Câmara da Escola de Aeronáutica, but I received the invitation late, by which time the concert had already taken place.

José António: “… I am not yet pure enough to understand people as pure as you.” I am not that pure, José António, I am a person like any other. You go on: “I would like to know who Clarice really is, Clarice the person, but even more important …” Don’t bother trying to find out who I am: I still haven’t found that out myself.

Father Armando Trevisan from Santa Maria in Rio Grande do Sul: “Some days ago, I read a possible dialogue with Clarice Lispector, which Manchete are publishing … please accept my congratulations. And, please, carry on!” I will carry on, but this does not depend solely on me, but on the owner and editor of the magazine.

I cannot, alas, have supper with you, F. M. That would set a dangerous precedent. Thank you for the invitation though.

“Reading a copy of the Jornal do Brasil from some weeks ago—because I always cut out and keep your crônicas—I tried to analyze one of them, ‘The Cry.’ I liked your cry, which was so loud it woke me up. I don’t know if I fully understood it, but I certainly woke up. I felt lighter thanks to your very human, very free words. Perhaps it is the cry that young people today need to hear, a cry of freedom” (Élcio Ferreira dos Santos). The students are crying out all over the world, Élcio. And I am crying out with them.

Hilca, I can’t get through to you on your phone, so I can’t help you with the grave crisis you’re going through. Give me a call.

From Lima, Peru, dated May 24th, but the signature is illegible. I was happy to see you make a poem based on one of my crônicas. As follows:


Here

it’s coffee not tea,

not sugar, but jasmine

And outside there is no sea,

only a vast white mist

that surrounds us, grips us …

And it is inside that darkness

that I feel sad,

with no remedy for the

“mediocrity of living”

Whatever your intentions were, your writing

helped one person. Thank you.



From Célio Avancini, in Campinas, São Paulo state. “A day of sun and a strong, overwhelming desire to love and to talk, to be the friend, lover, beloved of people like you, Clarice. Refuge of my nights, Clarice: my longing got the better of me, I’m afraid. I imagine how many people must seek shelter in your arms, your words, your hands, and I can only imagine the patience you must need to bear that weight on your shoulders, because all of this, of course, weighs more than a child’s hand. But, as I say, my longing got the better of me, and here I am building a possible bridge inside myself across the early hours of the morning, when the heat rises from your books, from your understanding of the world, from the marvels you create. Thank you so much, Clarice, for the things you write. Today, I am playing the familiar role of the young writer seeking out the great writer to show her his experiments, his works stashed away in the back of a drawer, his sadness at not being able to give birth to things born in the silence, the stillness of solitary nights. That is what I want too, Clarice: I want you to read my work, I need that, I have chosen you alone to bear the brunt of my attack, the smell of my heart. Would that be asking too much? I admit that I did honestly think it would be (it’s more than likely), but such a request has become inevitable, this letter was born, and I take almost no responsibility for it, you are a giant and that is no fault of mine.” Avancini, heaven knows why I’m making an exception for you, but do send me some of your work, and I’ll see if I can pass it on to a publisher.

To those of you who did not seize the opportunity to take part in the demonstration on Wednesday, June 26, you missed a real show of love, faith and human solidarity, as well as heartfelt protest. We joined forces with the intellectuals and stood united with the artists and, especially, the students. And we honored the promise we gave to Governor Negrão de Lima: it was a peaceful demonstration demanding the people’s rights, but in a respectful fashion.

Especially for A. (Rio)—You have the name of a flower and show me so many lovely things and even send me the lovely things that you show me. I now know what a bromeliad is, and it is currently, just as instructed, sitting in water, waiting for its flower to open. The strelitzias that you sent me look like a combination of cockerel, flower, bird and firework. I found it so hard to part with them that, even when dead, they carried on giving their ever fainter cockcrow. Until the maid threw them out. And you promised me a primula: a plant or bulb so well trained by God that it stays quiet all year, then bursts into flower on the first day of spring. I will be keeping watch on September 22. Next Saturday I will continue this correspondence.

July 6, 1968

THE DISCOVERY OF THE WORLD

What I want to tell you is as delicate as life itself. And I want to use the delicacy that exists inside me along with the peasant coarseness that is my saving grace.

As a child and, later, as an adolescent, I was precocious in many things. In sensing an atmosphere, for example, in picking up on someone else’s personal atmosphere. On the other hand, far from being precocious, I was incredibly backward as regards other important things. Indeed, I continue to be backward in many areas. And there’s nothing I can do about it: it seems there is a childish side of me that will never grow up.

For example, until I turned thirteen, I was very backward in learning what Americans call “the facts of life.” The expression, “facts of life,” refers to the profound love relationship between a man and a woman out of which children are born. Or did I understand, but deliberately muddied my potential for understanding so that I could, without feeling too shocked at myself, continue innocently to dress myself up for the benefit of boys? Dressing myself up when I was eleven consisted in washing my face until my taut skin gleamed. I would feel ready then. Was my ignorance a sly, unconscious way of keeping myself innocent so that I could guiltlessly continue to think about boys? I believe it was. Because I always knew about things that I didn’t even know I knew.

My school friends knew everything and even told stories about it. I didn’t understand, but I pretended to understand so that they would not despise me and my ignorance.

Meanwhile, unaware of what the reality was, I continued, purely instinctively, to flirt with the boys I liked, and to think about them. My instinct preceded my intelligence.

Until one day, when I had already turned thirteen, as if only then did I feel mature enough to receive some shocking real-life news, I told my secret to a close friend: that I was ignorant and had only pretended to be in the know. She found this hard to believe because I had pretended so well. However, finally convinced that I was telling the truth, she took it upon herself, right there on the street corner, to explain the mystery of life to me. Except that she was equally young and didn’t know how to talk about it in a way that would not wound the sensitive soul I was at the time. I stood staring at her, open-mouthed, paralyzed, filled with a mixture of bewilderment, horror, indignation and mortally wounded innocence. Mentally I was stammering: but why? what for? The shock was so great—and for a few months really traumatizing—that right there on that street corner I swore out loud that I would never marry.

Some months later, though, I forgot my oath and continued my little romances.

Later, when more time had passed, instead of feeling shocked by the way a man and a woman come together, I thought it perfect. And extremely delicate too. I had, by then, been transformed into a young woman, tall, thoughtful, rebellious, with a large dose of wildness and more than a pinch of shyness.

And yet before I became fully reconciled to the way life works, I suffered a lot, something I could have avoided had a responsible adult taken it upon themselves to explain about love. That adult would have known how to approach a childish soul without tormenting her with that unpleasant surprise, without obliging her, all alone, to come to terms with it in order, once again, to accept life and its mysteries.

Because what is truly surprising is that, even when I did know all the facts, the mystery remained intact. Even though I know that a plant produces flowers, I am still surprised by nature’s secret paths. And if, today, I still retain my modesty, it is not because I see anything shameful in the facts—it is merely female modesty.

And life, I swear, is beautiful.

July 13, 1968

ELECTRONIC BRAIN: ALL I KNOW IS THAT I DON’T KNOW MUCH

I really should go to the doctor and ask him to prescribe some medicine for my failing memory. Or rather, a friend just gave me two bottles of some red pills that are supposed to help with memory loss, but it’s precisely my failing memory that makes me forget to take them. That sounds like an old joke, but it’s true.

All this is apropos me being unable to remember who told me about the electronic brain. More than that: right now, I’m holding a strip of paper full of small rectangular holes, and that strip of paper is the electronic brain’s actual memory. Electronic brain: the computer as savior. All the data about a person or event are recorded in the computer’s language (holes in cards or strips of paper). Then they are sent to the memory, which is another organ of the computer (another machine), where the data is stored until needed.

Starting from that principle, we arrive at the defining feature of the electronic brain: based on a design made on a piece of magnetic paper, the machine (or brain) can reproduce that design in physical form. That is: in goes the design and out comes the object (cybernetically, etc.). There you have the plastic, visual and literary experience of reproduction (in number and quality). The person involved feels supported. Any errors compensated for. You can even use a machine and its sensors as we use our own brain (and our own sensors), but outside of ourselves and knowing that it will function perfectly.

Right, I have said everything, really everything, that I know about the electronic brain. I have probably also made a number of mistakes, as well as leaving lacunae which, if filled, would clarify the whole thing.

I beg some competent person to write to me with a better explanation of how the electronic brain works. But please, wherever possible, use layman’s terms, not just so that I can understand, but so that I can pass it on with relative success to my readers.

When I think that I actually dared to talk about the mystery—which remains a mystery—of the electronic brain, I can only say as the people in Recife used to say: Holy Mother of God!

Love is more mysterious than the electronic brain and yet I have dared to talk about love. It is timidly, audaciously, that I dare to talk about the world.

MY OWN MYSTERY

I am so mysterious that I cannot understand myself.

WHAT AN ANALYST THINKS OF ME

By sheer coincidence, I had and have a number of female friends who are or have been under analysis by Dr. Lourival Coimbra, a psychoanalyst of the Melanie Klein school. Those acquaintances and friends told me they had talked to him about me. And I imagine Dr. Lourival must be sick to death of hearing my name. A few days ago, one of his analysands visited me at home, and I decided, in order to make up for the wear and tear on the analyst’s ears, to send him a book of my short stories, Laços de família (Family Ties). In the dedication, I apologized for my handwriting, which has got worse since my right hand was so badly burned in that fire.

Days later, the same friend came to have coffee with me here and I asked if she had given the book to Dr. Lourival. She said she had and that, when he read the dedication, he had made a comment. I was curious to know what he had said. And I learned that, when he read the dedication, Dr. Lourival said: “Clarice gives so much to other people, and yet she asks our permission even to exist.”

Yes, Dr. Lourival, I humbly ask to be allowed to exist, I humbly beg for a little happiness, an act of grace, I ask to be allowed to suffer less, I ask to be less beset by painful experiences, I ask men and women to consider me a human being worthy of a little love and respect. I ask for the blessing of life.

July 20, 1968

THE ARRANGEMENT

She had been brought up in the big house since she was a child. Although easily distracted and amused, she never smiled: she wasn’t happy. She slouched around, body limp, mouth open, eyes wide. If the mistress of the house was in a bad mood, she would call her a mental defective. It was said that any man could have her, if he wanted. No, she wasn’t happy, but she frequently fell pregnant. Then her master and mistress would curse her, fed up with distributing her children to various families. They were never violent because they weren’t violent people. But if she ate lunch, they would say: you see, she’s eating for two. If she didn’t eat lunch, they would say: you see, she’s off her food. They sent her out to work, adding with a touch of irony: “But don’t have the baby too early! We’ve already found a family for the next one!” She didn’t take offense. Her body grew larger, and she became ever yellower beneath her almost white mulatta skin. What her master and mistress couldn’t forgive was that, this time, the father was a “dirty nigger,” as if they’d intended her for someone cleaner and less black. Sometimes, when she walked past them holding a tray, they would eye her curiously and say in veiled tones so that their grandchildren wouldn’t hear: Honestly, a dirty nigger. One day, she seemed to hear them and said loudly: we only did it three times! The children thought this hilarious, while father, mother and grandparents were furious with the shameless hussy and told her to leave the room—to cap it all, she then tripped on the rug and fell on the tray she was carrying. But she wasn’t a slave, like the other girl brought up in the house. The other girl in the house in Laranjeiras had turned out to be the perfect person to look after the clothes and the children, a proper slave. The hussy, though, wasn’t a slave: she lived independently from them and gave birth to her own children, which were then handed around like kittens, yellowish in color like their mother.

Two years later, I met her in the street, and she told me modestly, shyly, that she was living with a Portuguese man. “I’m waiting for him now, we arranged to meet here,” she said, leaning on a lamppost. He finally appeared around the corner: a fat, bumbling old man, which is why she wasn’t pregnant. “He’s very good to me,” she said, as if this explained everything. He kept his distance, but when he heard those words, he lowered his eyes, hiding quite what we will never know.

A LECTURE IN TEXAS

When I was invited, along with other Latin Americans, to give a lecture at the University of Texas, I prepared it as best I could, explaining beforehand that I was not really the right person to talk about literature: “… apart from the fact that I don’t really have a taste for scholarly pursuits or for the patient, careful analysis of or commentary on literary texts—it happens that, for purely personal reasons, I haven’t followed closely enough the explosion of different literary movements and experiments either in Brazil or elsewhere; in short, I have never had what you might call an intellectual life. Worse still: even without that intellectual life, I could at least have been in the habit of thinking about the phenomenon of literature, but that hasn’t been part of my journey either. Despite having been engaged in writing ever since I’ve been me, I have, alas, failed to look at literature from the outside in, that is, as an abstraction. For me, literature is what other people call what we writers do. And having to think now in literary terms is a new experience for me—whether it will prove to be a profitable one, I don’t yet know. Initially, it felt rather awkward, rather like someone referring to themselves as Antônio or Maria. Then, on reflection, the experience didn’t seem quite so bad: referring to myself by the name others use to refer to me feels rather like being called up to enlist. The moment I did call myself by my own name, I felt unexpectedly and not unpleasantly enlisted. Yes, enlisted, but somewhat confused.

“I decided to view this opportunity to write a short lecture as a new experience, one of many I have not as yet had. And one that I hope will not be detrimental to what I have to say about Brazilian literature. There is no reason, I suppose, why this brief attempt at exposition should not prove pleasurable and useful to myself, so that at least someone will benefit from it. Since I lack the necessary authority to do more than provide a very superficial analysis of a few Brazilian writers, I regret to say that, aside from any information I may provide, almost the only person to benefit will be me. Apart from providing a little information, what I will be doing in this brief lecture is what you might describe as ‘pushing at an open door.’ Except that for me that door was closed …”

IN SEARCH OF THE OTHER

There is a good reason why I understand those searching for a path. Ah, how I have struggled to find mine! And today how greedily and earnestly I seek the best way of being me, my personal shortcut, for I no longer dare speak of a path. And I would so love to have found one, a Path with a capital P, no, today I cling fiercely to finding just a way of walking, of taking one sure step. But I have not yet found the shortcut, with its cool shade and dappled light, where I would finally be me. I know one thing though: my path is not me, it is the other, it is others. When I can fully feel the other I will be saved and I’ll think: I have reached my safe haven.
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HOW TO DEAL WITH WHAT ONE HAS

A being lives inside me as if he were entirely at home, and he is. He is a glossy, black horse who, despite being entirely wild—for he has never lived inside anyone else and no one has ever put reins or a saddle on him—despite being entirely wild, he has, for that very reason, the primitive gentleness of one who knows no fear: he sometimes eats from my hand. His muzzle is moist and cool. I kiss his muzzle. When I die, the black horse will be left homeless and will suffer greatly. Unless he chooses another house that is not afraid of him being simultaneously both wild and gentle. I should say that he has no name: you just have to call him and that is his name. Or perhaps not, but summon him in a gently authoritative voice, and he will come. If he senses and feels that a body is vacant, he will trot silently in. I should also warn you not to be afraid of his neighing: we mistakenly think that we are the ones neighing with pleasure or rage.

A CHALLENGE FOR PSYCHOANALYSTS

I dreamed that a fish took off its clothes and was left naked.

A FRIEND’S WORDS OF ADVICE

“Fortify whatever is best in you. Take no notice of what other people say. Make of yourself and your own ego your master. When that master is strong enough, he will wake up, and things undreamed of will be revealed to you.”

THE SWEATER

Someone gave me a sweater. Which might seem simple enough. But it isn’t.

The person who sent me the sweater was a young woman whom I’ve never met. I know from a mutual friend that the young woman is a brilliant designer of clothes. She lives in São Paulo. When she was in Rio, she had lunch with that mutual friend. She was wearing a really lovely sweater, which my friend thought would suit me perfectly, and so he asked her to make one exactly the same. It turns out that the young woman is one of my readers—or have I got that wrong?—and when she found out who the sweater was for, she insisted that she send it to me herself. My friend agreed.

So here I am the owner of the most beautiful sweater ever created by human hand. It’s a kind of luminous red and seems to encapsulate everything that is beneficial for itself and for me. The color is its soul. I’m writing this before leaving the house, and I’m wearing the sweater. Coupled with the fire and flame of its color is the fact that it was given to me with such affection that it wraps about me and erases all trace of the coldness felt by someone who feels alone. It is the caress of genuine friendship. I’m going to wear it for the first time today. It is a little too tight, but maybe that’s how it’s meant to be: a glorious celebration of the female form. When I finish writing this, I’m going to perfume myself with my secret perfume: I do like secret things. And then I will be ready to face the cold, not just the real cold, but all the other kinds too.

I am a woman too many.

THE WRITER-AMBASSADOR

Anyone expecting Ambassador Henrique Vale to have written a book about his experiences as Brazil’s ambassador to Russia and other countries would be completely wrong. He is a very cariocafn14 ambassador, with whom one can speak in Rio slang, although he doesn’t use slang when writing, or only when appropriate. In his book Sete histórias curtas e uma não tanto (Seven short stories and one not-so-short)—the title already gives you a taste of the stories—Henrique Vale shows himself to be open to all kinds of different characters. The stories are a pleasure to read not just because they’re well written, but because they reflect, for anyone who knows Henrique, the author’s own lively personality: “Second World War,” “Story Told to My Neighbor,” “My Ailing Mother,” “Morceau choisi,” “Night with No Sky,” “The Murder of the Suicide,” “The Hand of God and the Finger of the Devil,” “Nightclub Conversation”—are all excellent, and I still can’t understand why Henrique has taken so long to publish them. I prefer some stories to others, but I’m not going to say which ones so as not to influence the reader.
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DEATH OF A WHALE

The news spread like wildfire: two whales, one in Leme and another in Leblon, had been washed up by the waves and been unable to get back into the water.fn15 Although only youngsters, they were still huge. Everyone went to see them. I did not: the rumor was that one of the whales had been dying for eight hours and that, despite attempts to drag it back into the water, it continued to die and yet not die.

I was horrified by what people were saying and which may not have been strictly true, but a legend was already forming around this extraordinary event which was, at last, yes, at last, happening, because out of our sheer thirst for a better life, we are always waiting for the extraordinary event that might rescue us from life’s constraints. If it had been a man lying dying on the beach for eight hours, we would have declared him a saint, such is our need to believe in the impossible.

No, I didn’t go and see the whale: I hate death. God, what was it you promised us in exchange for dying? We already know heaven and hell—and each of us in secret, almost like a dream, has already experienced a little of our own apocalypse. And death itself.

Apart from the times when I did almost die for real, there were so many other times when, wrapped in a human silence—the worst of all silences in the animal kingdom—my dying soul waited for a death that did not come. And to add insult to injury, because it was the exact opposite of the torment in which my soul lay bleeding, this was when my body was at its most flourishing. As if my body needed to provide the world with proof that my inner death was a lie, so as to keep that death even more secret. I have died many deaths and will keep them secret until the death of my body arrives, and then someone, sensing the truth, will say: Ah, she truly lived.

Because only of someone who has truly suffered can one say: yes, she truly lived.

The strangest thing is that whenever it was only my body that was close to death, my soul was unaware of it: the last time my body almost died, my soul—oblivious to what was happening, even while my body was suffering the torments of Hell—was filled with a kind of rare joy, as if it were finally free. Only once it was over was I told that I had been hovering between life and death for three whole days with the doctors unable to guarantee they could save me, even though they were doing everything they could. And I was so innocent of what was happening that I thought it odd not to be allowed any visitors. But I want visitors, I said, to distract me from this terrible pain. And as I lay groaning in agony, I welcomed anyone who ignored the sign demanding Silence as if they were guests at a party: I had grown positively garrulous, and my voice was clear as a bell: my soul was flourishing like a prickly cactus. Until the doctor, genuinely angry, declared categorically: one more visitor and I’ll send you home right now, even in your current state. I had no idea what my “current state” was, and I never once felt I was on the brink of dying. I think I had a vague feeling that being in such unbearable pain was proof that I was brimming with life.

I remember one time dying gently as I gazed out at an endless scarlet sunset, and I did die, and the night came to me and clothed me in mystery, in clear-sighted insomnia, until finally, out of sheer exhaustion, it succumbed to a sleep that completed my death. And when I woke, I was mildly surprised. In those first microinstants of wakefulness, I thought: So when we die, we retain consciousness? Until my body, accustomed to moving without thinking, made a gesture very typical of me—running my hand over my hair. Then, with a start, I realized that my body and my soul had survived. All this—the certainty that I was dead and the discovery that I was alive—all this lasted at most two tiny seconds or perhaps even less. I hope everyone learns from my experience, because I’m telling the truth: in less than two seconds, you can live a life and a death and a life again. Those two tiny seconds as a rough way of measuring time must be the difference between the human and the animal: just as God perhaps measures time in fractions of forevers: each forever an instant. Maybe God measures out our life in two-second bursts: one second to be born and the other to die. And the interval between those seconds could well be Man’s greatest creation: Life, a life. I remember, just a few days ago, a friend quoting what one of the apostles said of us: You are gods.

Yes, we are gods. Because I have died of sheer happiness many times in my life. And whenever that glorious, gentle death happened, I was surprised that the world continued around me, that each thing had its own discipline, starting with myself, for I had a name and had already become part of the routine: for I thought time had stopped and everyone else had suddenly stopped frozen in midgesture—while I was experiencing death by happiness.

I didn’t go and see the whale, which was dying, if you like, almost on my doorstep. Death, I hate you.

Meanwhile, news mixed up with myths was spreading throughout the city from Leme. Some said that the Leblon whale had not yet died, but that its flesh, sliced up while it was still alive, was being sold off by the pound, because whale meat is really good to eat, and cheap too, that was the rumor spreading throughout the city from Leme. And I thought, a curse on anyone who eats that flesh out of curiosity, I will only forgive those who are hungry with the ancient hunger of the poor.

Others, with a ringside seat to this horror, were saying the same thing, that even while the Leme whale was still alive and breathing, pounds of its flesh had been cut off to be sold. How is it possible that one being could not even wait for death in order to eat another being? I can’t bear to believe that anyone could show such a lack of respect for life and death, our human creation, and could greedily devour a still dying creature, simply because it was a delicacy, simply because it’s cheap, simply because human greed is so great, simply because, when it comes down to it, we are as fierce as the most ferocious of beasts, simply because we want to eat from that mountain of innocence that is a whale, just as we eat the singing innocence of a bird. In my horror, I was about to say: I would prefer death to living like that.

And that isn’t quite true. I am just one fierce human being among many—we, our monkey selves, we, the monkeys who dreamed of becoming men, which is also what makes us great, we will never reach the human being within us: the search and the effort involved will be never-ending. And it is only right that anyone who achieves the almost impossible status of Being Human should be declared a saint.

Because giving up our animal nature is a sacrifice.
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HAPPY TO BE HUNTED

Yes, she had been one of the chosen ones! Her class at high school was coed. When she thought of her classmates later on, it was like seeing them in a snapshot suddenly frozen in time. And even though they all looked very stiff and well-behaved, that photo seemed to her like the freeze-frame of a moment in a physical fight, in which a boy’s leg was hooked around a girl’s arm, forming a lively male-female monster that she would ponder as she daydreamed her way through history classes about the Paraguay War.fn16 A war from which she may never have recovered, for whenever she thought about high school, she immediately heard the Paraguayan army’s bugles.

For had she not been one of the students chosen by the anonymous writer? And where had he chosen to write his message? The drawing boards in the art room. In that school, where disorder ruled, there was, however, the privilege of the special room for art and the special room for chemistry. In the room for geometric design, all the students had before them a large adjustable drawing board.

There was, of course, a first time.

When she sat down at the drawing board, she noticed at once that it was covered in tiny hieroglyphics: drawings and words, very small and neat, and seemingly very organized. Even before she understood what they said, she was shocked to see that these were smutty insults to love. Before she could even grasp what the drawings and the symbolic details were about, she turned pale. Pale with curiosity or surprise? As for the writing, she could barely understand it, the terminology was so technical and specialized, almost the technical language of another country, the painstaking annotations of an analytical mind.

Then, leaving no time for the shock to wear off, an interval of only two days, came the second time. The third. The fourth.

The oldest of the girls was the first to talk about it and reveal to the others that she had a special drawing board. Then the second one revealed hers. No one can remember what the third one said or how she said it. It was clear that someone, or a whole mafia of someones, was watching them. Two of those being watched were brunettes; the third was a blonde, had the grave misfortune of being blonde, which, to her, seemed to mean, as regards intelligence, that she had none at all. Having blonde hair, she thought, was, alas, something reserved solely for divine creatures, which is why fairies and angels were always blonde. What could fate possibly have in store for her except indecisions? She thought of her soul as being brunette, but who could have discovered the violent blondeness that lay beneath that appearance? Meanwhile, a boy or a whole mafia of boys …

Having reached the third year at high school, she was ashamed not to understand the technocracy of a life which—well, there it was in mechanical form on the drawing board. Yes, she had her suspicions, but that was all, and that was not enough. If at least she were angelic. But the thing she lacked was precisely that slow, progressive thing, a culture specializing in sex.

She lied to the other girls, saying that, of course, she had understood what it all meant. There was no point in telling them the truth. No one would believe that she, already so tall and shapely, had not understood. She didn’t understand, although she made up for her ignorance with the substantial, muddled dreams that were her secret mainstay.

The three girls were vehement in their indignation. “How dare they?” This was all they said, for want of any other argument. The blonde girl, perhaps because she was the wiliest of the three, made no suggestion as to what practical action they could take, while the other two, albeit with no clear plan in mind, prepared to act. The three girls resembled three girl scouts who had been intercepted on the Path of Goodness, and had now been transformed into three foolish detectives: which of the boys was the guilty party? They scrutinized them all, but their insistent gazes were in no way provocative because the girls were imbued with the right to … to what exactly? Had they forgotten what right it was they were imbued with?

The faces of their classmates remained inscrutable. In fact: on close examination, never had so many innocent faces been seen sucking candy or smoking a furtive cigarette.

The geometric design class was held twice a week. How they longed for the day when they could go into the room and study the drawing board from which all the earlier hieroglyphs had been erased only to be replaced by new ones, actually mere variants of the first batch. It was like a magazine, with an editorial that gave the three girls the most terrible, thrilling news about what they were. If that is what they were. They read avidly, but with no sense of shock—the shock only came later when they were sure they had read everything. It really was a shame they didn’t understand it all, that was humiliating: but they got the general drift. And the general drift suddenly deposited the world in their tremulous hands.

But good never lasts. Borne along by the need for dignity to be restored or eager to make the matter public, the two brunettes took the practical step, to which the third girl gave her silent assent, of going to the Principal’s office to complain. The three graces proudly demoralized, representatives of a womanly world simultaneously loved and reviled. Of the three, only two spoke. The older one, rather than taking a boyfriend, promised to get engaged as soon as possible—“the drawing board deserved nothing less” thought the blonde girl—just as, in her role as about-to-be-fiancée, she deserved all the horrors surrounding love.

So. Well done whoever was in charge. It’s not known what the head teacher did. As for the drawing boards—that was all over.

Meanwhile, although the matter was hushed up by the Principal’s office, the identity of the drawing-board author did become known. What? Him?! Whose parents had given him a Greek name. Doubtless a Spartan name: because for him, the girl who in Spartan style survived the severity and crudity of such a love would be the only one deserving of that love. None of the three Athenians had passed the test.

The drawing boards remained unmarked. So was it all over, forever? Yes. Dear God, the fellow with the Greek name certainly had a pretty face. First, it must be said that he had failed some grades and been held back, and was therefore quite a lot older than the others, and knew about things, and this gave him an air of indifference, an insolent gait. It was clear that he despised everyone: he appeared to be a man among a lot of silly little girls and boys. He certainly didn’t eat candy. He was clean-shaven, with piercing eyes, a keen gaze, hair cut military-fashion. How could she not adore him in a kind of horrified way? The blonde girl didn’t even look at him. Why would she, when she already knew him all too well, ad nauseam in fact. The Spartan, once he had been banned by the Principal’s office, adopted the disdainful air of an exile: he had done what he could, but if we could be no more than what we were, that was our bad luck, he washed his hands of us. A great future awaited him, that general-to-be.

And so it was that, from then on, there were only set squares and compasses next to the drawing boards, only geometric designs, never anything that showed some finesse. And whose fault was that?
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THE PERFUMES OF THE EARTH

Have I spoken before about the perfume of the jasmine plant? I know I’ve spoken about the smell of the sea. The earth is full of perfumes. And I perfume myself in order to intensify the self that I am. That is why I can’t use perfumes that in some way contradict me. Knowing how to choose a perfume is pure instinct. And like every art, it requires a degree of self-knowledge. I use a perfume whose name I will not mention: it’s mine, it’s me. When two female friends asked me for the name, I told them, and they bought some. Later, they passed the bottles on to me: it simply wasn’t them. I also don’t mention the name out of secrecy: it’s good to perfume oneself with secrecy.

FAMILIARITY

I’m going through a slightly dangerous phase. You see, I find myself making contact with people so easily that something could go badly wrong for me. In this phase, everyone is either my brother or my son or my father and my mother. Last Sunday I was in danger. I was trying to hail a cab, which is more difficult on Sundays because lots of people who usually never take cabs suddenly decide to do so. I couldn’t find a cab in the place where I usually have no difficulty in hailing one, and so I walked to the nearest taxi stand: not a cab to be seen, the street empty. I stood there waiting for one to appear. Instead, after a long time, a group of adolescents appeared, all of them aged about fourteen at most. The two girls were wearing miniskirts, and one of the boys had hair down to his shoulders. They stopped right next to me, and their conversation was insolently, falsely free. I thought: they’re waiting for a taxi, and they’ll get one first, because I refuse to run, it’s inelegant to run. After thinking for a while, I asked: “Are you waiting for a taxi?” To which one of them replied with a brusque: “Yeah.” I said: “But the first cab that comes is mine, because I’ve been waiting longer than you.” The boy with all the hair said in an aggressive voice: “Yeah, but why shouldn’t I …” I interrupted him: “For the very reason I’ve just given, and because I’m old enough to be your mother and I don’t intend arguing over a taxi with any son of mine.” They stared at me blankly for about half a second, then the boy said very meekly and suddenly just like a child: “Yes, senhora.”

And the danger had passed.

SLEEPING

Inspector Maigret has a turn of phrase that is something like: “pour agacer le plaisir de dormir,” to heighten the pleasure of sleeping. And I’ve come up with a very good ploy in that regard: when I’m settling down in bed after a difficult day, I think: imagine having to traipse all the way to Bonsucesso to buy some medicine?fn17 Then I feel a shiver of pleasure run through me just to be lying snugly in bed. Or else I think: imagine if the doorbell rang and one of those visitors arrived, the sort who never stops talking, and I felt obliged to get dressed and listen and listen and listen? In comparison, bed becomes a precious thing, and I snuggle down, having successfully heightened—my translation of agacer—the pleasure of having a bed.

AN AFTERNOON FOR PUTTING OUT THE FLAGS

… What pure, sweet happiness. The whole of this afternoon was calm and light as a breeze as I prepared myself to visit Graubenfn18 at home. I took some pains over my appearance: I wanted to look pretty, a distant imitation of nature that afternoon. And off I went taking two of my books, which I intended to dedicate to that most delicate of painters. Then I realized I should have taken poppies, the prettiest and most varicolored, and if I could, I would have bought a living butterfly to smell the flowers.

And what about Grauben herself? She is a bright hope for all those who fear old age. And the secret is to discover in oneself the possibility of some creative act. Grauben is seventy-eight. She’s really slim and pretty, her every gesture lively and limber, and she has a sprightlier walk than many a younger woman. And her face? It’s just lovely: flawless skin, her good health evident in those sparkling eyes, that rosy face. If that’s her natural color, wonderful. If it’s thanks to a little rouge, even better. I am someone who, even for no particular reason, tends to be on the melancholy side, but I realized that I was laughing and smiling and this was clearly a tribute to the painter. I chose a painting which has all the usual Grauben elements: a big blue bird, half eagle, half peacock, a huge butterfly, a flower in full bloom, plants, and all those little dots that she uses as a background to the picture, which look like a great bush of happiness. We had both been keen to meet each other. I only hope I didn’t look like a complete fool, smiling for no reason. Her daughter Eunice Catunda is a concert pianist. We went into her apartment next door and she played for me. I was one big heart beating with excitement. The sounds coming from her fingers were so pure and sonorous and limpid. I became positively serious with pleasure. Eunice has already performed as a soloist at Carnegie Hall, and in September, she will return to that same concert hall, where only the really great musicians perform. “I have such fun with my children: they’re so intelligent and talented. Eunice, for example, as well as giving concerts all over the world, is good at everything she turns her hand to: if she paints, she does it really well, if she cooks, the food is perfect, she can do anything.” Grauben doesn’t miss a trick. She’s a fighter. Her apartment suddenly seems to me like an enchanted forest, moist, dense, lush with invisible, transparent green leaves. And here I am with my very own Grauben in my apartment. Anyone who doesn’t have one will never know what they are missing. And buying one of her paintings is perfectly within the reach of a huge number of people. Grauben gave me a photograph of her holding that same painting. And on the back of the photo—forgive me, but in my happiness, I’m setting aside for a moment my usual objective modesty—on the back of the photo she wrote: “To the great Clarice, thank you for coming to meet me, from your already dear friend,” and it is signed with the most delightful name among all our painters: Grauben.
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WRITING

I once said that writing is a curse. I can’t remember why exactly I said that, and I meant it too. Now I say it again: it is a curse, but a curse that saves.

I’m not really talking about writing for a newspaper. But about writing what might eventually become a story or a novel. It’s a curse, constraining you, dragging you along in its wake like some terrible addiction from which it’s almost impossible to free yourself, because nothing can replace it. And it is also a salvation.

It saves the imprisoned soul, it saves the person who feels useless, it saves each day we live through and can only understand if we write about it. Writing is trying to understand, it’s trying to reproduce the unreproducible, it’s feeling to the deepest depths an emotion that would otherwise remain vague and suffocating. Writing is also bestowing a blessing on a life that was not blessed.

What a shame that I can only write when “the thing” spontaneously arrives. I am thus at the mercy of time. And between one bout of real writing and another, whole years can pass.

I think nostalgically now of the pain of writing books.

FEAST AND FAMINE

But the worst thing is that sudden feeling of weariness with everything. It feels like satiety, as if you’d already had everything and wanted nothing more. Weariness with the Beatles. And weariness too with those who are not the Beatles. Weariness even with my own hard-won inner freedom. The weariness of loving another person. Hatred would be better. What would save me from this sense of satiety—is it satiety or freedom being put to no use?—would be rage. Not one of those rather soppy rages. But a simple, violent rage. The more violent the better. Rage at those who know nothing. Rage at the intelligentsia, the kind who have opinions. Rage, yes, why not, at the Nouvelle Vague in the cinema? And at the old vague too. Rage at the affinity I feel with certain people, as if I hadn’t enough with just myself. And rage at success? Success is a mistake, a false reality. Rage has saved my life. Without it what would become of me? How could I bear the headline that appeared in the newspaper the other day saying that every day in Brazil a hundred children starve to death? Is rage my profoundest revolt against being a person? Being a person wearies me. And it enrages me to feel so much love. There are days that I only live out of a sheer rage to live. Because rage enlivens me: I’ve never felt more alert. I know it will pass, and that a necessary sense of neediness will return. Then I will want everything, absolutely everything! Ah, how good it is to need and to get. How good the moment of needing that precedes the moment of getting. But not too easily, oh no. Because the apparent ease of getting can prove wearisome. Is even writing easy? Why is it that I used to write with my guts and now I’m writing with the tips of my fingers? I know, it’s a sin to want want. But the want I speak of is more like plenitude than satiety. It’s just not for me. I’m going to sleep now because I’m finding my world today unbearable, full of useless things. Good night for ever and ever. Until next Saturday. And don’t speak: I don’t want to hear the human voice. And if I can bear the sound of my own voice saying goodbye, that’s only because it fuels my rage still more.

However, only one rage is blessed: the rage of those in need.

CONVERSATIONS

One day, I woke up at four o’clock in the morning. Minutes later, the phone rang. It was a composer of pop music, who also writes lyrics. We talked until six o’clock in the morning. He knew all about me. Are all Bahians like him? And he had heard things about me that were untrue as well. I didn’t even bother to correct him. He was at a party and said that when his girlfriend—who he married some months later—found out who he was phoning, she almost tore her hair out with jealousy. At that same gathering, there was someone called Ana, who, he said, made some very aggressive comments about me. He invited me to a party because, he said, everyone wanted to meet me. I didn’t go.

On the other hand, I once went to a party at Pedro and Miriam Bloch’s apartment.fn19 This was a few months before the death of Guimarães Rosa.fn20 He, Pedro and I went into the other room, and shortly afterward, Ivo Pitanguy joined us.fn21 Guimarães Rosa said that whenever he was feeling low, he would reread something he had written. They were all shocked when I said that I hated rereading anything of mine. Ivo commented that the strange thing was, it was almost as if I didn’t really want to be a writer. And in a way that’s true, but I can’t explain why. I even find being described as a writer embarrassing. At that same party, Sérgio Bernardes said he had been meaning to have a conversation with me. But we never had one. Instead, I asked for a Coca-Cola. He was talking to the rest of us about things I didn’t understand and couldn’t repeat here. Then I said: I love hearing things that give me the full measure of my ignorance. And I took another sip of Coca-Cola. No, I’m not advertising Coca-Cola, and they didn’t pay me to mention it.

Then Guimarães Rosa said something to me that I will never forget because it made me so happy: he said that he read my work “not for the literature, but for the life.” He then reeled off lots of quotes from my books—I didn’t recognize one of them.

Another person who was in the habit of phoning me in the early hours of the morning explained that if, when he walked down my street, he saw my light on, he would phone me. On the third or fourth call, he said that he couldn’t lie to me: the truth was that the back of his building looked out over the front of mine, and he could see me there every night. Since he was a naval officer, I asked if he had a pair of binoculars. There was a silence. Then he admitted that he did, in fact, watch me through his binoculars. I didn’t like that. He must have felt awkward about having told me the truth, so much so that he said he’d obviously overstepped the mark and would not phone me again. I accepted. Then I went into the kitchen to warm up some coffee. I sat down in my usual corner to drink my coffee, and did so with great solemnity: I felt as if I had an admiral sitting opposite me. Fortunately, I soon forgot that someone might be watching me through his binoculars and I now get on with my life. As you see, this is not a crônica at all, but a conversation. How are you? Enjoying feast or famine?

September 21, 1968

WITH THE HELP OF FERNANDO PESSOA

I’ve made a most unpleasant discovery. The pieces I write here are not, I think, proper crônicas, but I do now understand the very best of our cronistas. Since they sign their work, they cannot help but reveal themselves. Up to a point, we know them intimately. And when it comes to myself, I don’t like that. In my books, I remain anonymous and discreet. In this column, I am, in a way, letting myself be known. Am I losing my secret, private self? But what to do about it? I write at typewriter speed and, when I look at what I’ve written, I realize that I’ve revealed a certain part of me. I think that even if I wrote about the problem of coffee overproduction in Brazil, I would still end up being personal. Am I on the verge of becoming popular? What a frightening thought. I’m going to see what I can do, if I can do anything. I’m consoled by something Fernando Pessoa wrote, and which I read somewhere: “Speaking is the simplest way of making ourselves unknown.”

THE PLEASURES OF A NORMAL LIFE

I’m one of those people who tends to sleep really badly, and yet I slept from eight o’clock at night to six in the morning. Ten hours: I feel an almost childish pride. I woke up with all the cells in my body recharged. So that’s normal life, is it? If so, it’s great!

And I have never been one to make a fuss about food, but for some time now, to lose a few pounds, I’ve been watching what I eat. I’ve thus experienced abnormal life, at least as regards food. I felt as exasperated as if other people were eating what was rightfully mine. Then out of rage and hunger, I suddenly went back to eating whatever I wanted. And it was so good to eat again that I felt almost ashamed. But proud too, proud of having a body with needs. Anyone who doesn’t have enough to eat, please, forgive me (then again, they’re unlikely to be among my regular readers).

Another normal pleasure is when I write in what you might call an inspired mood. The small ecstasy of having the words flow along with my thoughts and feelings: how good it is then to be a person!

And what about getting a phone call from a friend, when voices and souls communicate perfectly? When you put the phone down, it’s such a pleasure to know that other people exist and that we can find ourselves in those others. I find myself in other people. Everything going well is normal. The odd thing is the struggle you have to go through in order to obtain what should be perfectly normal.

IT’S ALSO IMPORTANT NOT TO FORGIVE

A woman interviewed on the BBC’s Woman’s Hour spoke about her experiences as a prisoner of war:

“When you’ve suffered a lot, you learn to pick up on people’s weaknesses, their good and bad qualities, even among your enemies. Why should your enemy be completely bad or the victim completely good? Both are human beings and both are good and bad. And I believe that if we appeal to people’s good side, we’ll almost always be successful.”

I know what she means, but she’s wrong. There comes a time when we must forget about being human and compassionate and take a stand, however wrongly, for the victim, and take a stand, however wrongly, against the enemy. And return to a more primitive stage of dividing people into good and bad. The moment of survival is the moment when the victim is allowed to be cruel, cruel and angry—when not understanding others is the right thing to do.

A LESSON FROM MY SON

I received a lesson from one of my sons, before he was even fourteen. Someone had phoned me to say that a young woman I know was going to perform on television, courtesy of the Ministry for Education. I turned on the TV, feeling very uncertain. I had met the young woman in question, and she was terribly sweet, with a childish voice, a kind of childish femininity. And I wondered: will she have the necessary oomph to play the piano? I had met her at a very important moment: when she was choosing a negligee before her wedding. The questions she asked were so frank and so ingenuous, I felt surprised. Could she play the piano?

She began. Dear God, she certainly had the oomph all right. Her face was completely different, unrecognizable. In the more violent passages, she would violently press her lips together. In the gentler moments, she would half open her mouth, giving herself entirely to the music. And she was sweating, beads of sweat running from her forehead down her face. I was so surprised to discover this unsuspected soul that my eyes filled with tears, and I actually cried. I realized that my son, who was still almost a child at the time, had noticed I was crying and so I said: “It’s all right, I’m just a bit upset, I’m going to take a tranquilizer.” And he said:

“Don’t you know the difference between being upset and being moved? You’re just very moved by the music.”

I understood, I agreed, and said:

“I won’t take a tranquilizer then.”

And I experienced what was there to be experienced.

September 28, 1968

MEMORY OF A SMALL SON

What to feel about a son? When, in a way, I don’t have a single recognizable feeling. What to feel? I see his sunburned face, a face entirely unaware of the expression it’s wearing, entirely focused—like some lovely, delicate, fierce creature—on licking an ice cream.

It’s chocolate ice cream. My son is licking it. Sometimes this process becomes too slow for his pleasure, and then he takes a bite and makes a face that, again, is entirely unaware of the painful bliss of that frozen fragment filling his hot mouth. It’s a very lovely mouth. I look hard at my son, but he’s used to my soppy, love-filled gaze. He doesn’t look at me, and doesn’t mind being observed in this intimate act, which is both vital and delicate: and he continues to lick his ice cream with his probing red tongue. I don’t feel anything, except that I am all of a piece, hewn out of some heavy, fine material, wood of the finest quality. As a mother, I lack finesse. I am rough-hewn and silent. I look with my crude silence, with my empty gaze, at that equally crude face, my son’s. I don’t feel anything because this is what heavy, indivisible love must be. There I am, in retreat. In retreat from so much feeling. The impenetrable leaves me with a kind of harsh obstinacy; unfathomable is my middle name; here I am, all dressed up by nature. My face must have a stubborn air, my eyes are those of a foreigner who cannot speak the local language. It resembles a kind of torpor. I am incommunicado. My heart is heavy, stubborn, inexpressive, closed off to all suggestions.

I am here and I can see: the boy’s face has grown suddenly more intense—he must have found a more chocolaty bit of ice cream, picked up by his quick tongue. No one would call me skinny: I am fat, heavy, big, with calloused hands that have nothing to do with me but are a legacy from my ancestors. I am a suspicious person who has called for a truce with suspicion. My son is now eating the ice cream cone. I am an immigrant who put down roots in a new land. My gaze is empty, harsh, keen. And what does it see? A son concentrating hard, eating.

HUNGER

Dear God, how wretchedly needy can I be? I would gladly exchange an eternity after death for eternity while I’m alive.

MYSTERIES OF SLEEP

I am sleeping. And however contradictory it may seem, suddenly and gently the sheer pleasure of being asleep wakes me up with an equally gentle start. I am awake and I can still feel the delight of that rural zone where I was subterraneanly spreading my roots to form the tentacles of a dream.

CARRY ON REGARDLESS

Yes, it’s determinism. But it’s only by following your own determinism that you can make yourself free. Prison would be following a destiny not your own. There is great freedom in having a destiny. It is our free will.

ONLY A PROCESS

To judge according to what is good and bad is the only way to live. Not forgetting that this is merely a recipe and a process. A way of not losing yourself in the truth, for the truth is neither good nor bad.

SURVIVAL PAINS: SÉRGIO PORTO

No, I don’t want to grow fond of anyone else, because it hurts. I cannot bear to have someone else dear to me die.

My world is made up of people who are mine—and to lose them is to lose myself.

Shamelessly, with tears in my eyes, I mourn the death of Sérgio Porto.fn22 He spread happiness, he communicated with the world and made this infernal Earth a gentler place: he made us smile and laugh. I couldn’t help thinking: why not me instead of him? Ordinary people will miss him, they will smile less, whereas I write for only a few readers: so why not me instead of him? People need bread and circuses.

Sérgio Porto, forgive me for never having said that I adored what you wrote. Forgive me for never seeking you out for a conversation between friends. A proper conversation: one in which we revealed our souls. Because you had tears too. Behind all the smiles. Forgive me for having survived.

October 5, 1968

I KNOW WHAT SPRING IS

I know it’s sheer vanity to say now, when the spring is already in full swing, that I know what spring is. Sometimes, though, I am so very humble that others even point this out to me. It’s a humility rooted in a possibly excessive sense of gratitude, it’s composed of a childish I and a childish fear too. This time, however, when I realized that I was being too humble about the joy I felt at the coming of the rainy spring, this time I took full possession of what belongs to me and to others.

I know what spring is because I can feel a whiff of pollen in the air, which might be my own pollen, I tremble for no reason when a little bird sings, and I feel that, unwittingly, I am reformulating life. Because I am alive. Let the tormenting, limpid, mortal spring speak for itself, every year she finds me ready to welcome her. I know it means a complete upheaval of the senses. But what’s wrong with a little dizziness? I accept that my head will get wet in the scintillating spring rain, I accept that I exist, I accept that others exist too because it’s their right and because without them I would die, I also accept the possibility that the great Other exists too, even though I’ve asked for the very minimum in my prayers and it has not been given to me.

I feel that living is inevitable. In the spring, I can sit for hours smoking, merely being. Being sometimes bleeds. But bleeding is obligatory, because it’s in my blood that I feel the spring. It hurts. The spring gives me things. It gives me nourishment. And I feel that it is on a spring day that I will die.fn23 Of piercing love and a weak heart.

THE TERROR

There was too much light for his eyes. There was a sudden push; they were maneuvering him, but he didn’t know that: there was only the terror of those faces bent over his. He didn’t know anything. And he couldn’t move freely. The voices sounded to him like thunder, only one voice sang to him: he basked in it. Immediately afterward, he was put down again, and then came the terror, and he was screaming from behind the bars and saw colors, which, only later, he understood were blue. The blue bothered him, and he cried. And then there was the terror of colic. They opened his mouth and put horrible things in it, which he swallowed. When the voice that sang put horrible things in his mouth, he could bear it more easily. But he was immediately placed behind the bars again. Gigantic shadows surrounded him. And then he would scream. The one glimmer of light in all this was that he had just been born. He was five days old.

When he was older, he heard someone say, although without understanding what they meant: “He’s easy enough now, but when he was first born he kept crying and screaming. Now, fortunately, he’s much easier to manage.” No, it wasn’t easy, it never would be. Birth was the death of a single being splitting into two solitary beings. It seemed easy now because he had learned to cope with the secret terror he had felt, a terror that would last until he died. A terror of being on the Earth, like a nostalgia for the sky.

October 12, 1968

PERHAPS THAT’S HOW IT IS

On the other hand, I’m rather tired today and so that’s what I’m going to talk about today, the pleasure of being so tired that it hurts. All intense pleasure verges on pain. Sleep, when it comes, is like a mild swoon, a swoon of love.

Dying must be like that: being so very tired that only the sleep of death will do. Dying can seem egotistical. But the person dying sometimes really needs to die.

Could it be that dying is the last earthly pleasure?

FIDELITY

As for me, I still read Monteiro Lobato.fn24 He lit up with joy many an unhappy childhood. In the difficult times we’re living through now, I feel almost childishly helpless, and Monteiro Lobato brings me light.

STYLE

I have always hoped one day, as a sort of purification rite, to be able to write without my natural style. Style, even your own style, is an obstacle to be overcome. I didn’t want my way of saying things. I just wanted to say. Dear God, that’s all I wanted—to say.

I wanted what I wrote to be the human fate in all its mortal pungency. The pungency of being—at once—splendor, poverty and death. Humiliation and putrescence forgiven because they are part of man’s carnal fate and his errant ways on earth. I wanted what I wrote to be the pleasure concealed within misery. My debt of joy to a world I do not find easy.

DELICATESSE

Not everything I write is fully realized, it’s often only an attempt. And that is also a pleasure. Because I don’t want to grasp everything. Sometimes I want only to touch. And sometimes what I touch blossoms and then other people can grasp it with both hands.

LOVE FOR HIM

It was only through the grave errors I made—and that I will perhaps write about one day without boasting—that I acquired the ability to love. Until that glorious moment comes, I love the Void. Awareness of my permanent fall leads me to that love of the Void. And I am beginning to shape my life based on that fall. I summon up horror from vile stones and it is with horror that I love. I don’t know what to do with myself, now that I’ve been born, I know only this: You, God, whom I love like someone falling into the void.

KIND MOMMA

For some time now my sons have been discovering me. I mean as a person, because they discovered me as a mother from the moment they were born, just as I discovered them even before they were born. It was so strange how, during this discovery, they came to consider me not only as their mother, but also as a person with whom they could talk. If I went into the bathroom to comb my hair, they would follow me so as to continue the conversation. One of them became suspicious about this change and even asked straight out: are you making yourself interesting for our sake? No, I said, you’re the ones suddenly taking an interest in me. They asked me questions, and I responded as best as I could. One day, one of them asked: can you give me the names of some profound writers that I would enjoy. Ah, so he was already feeling that need. I was happy, and even happier to give him the names of some of Brazil’s profoundest writers. He had been reading and enjoying some stories by Chekhov. The book was Tales from Old Russia, which I would recommend to readers. It’s a paperback.

October 19, 1968

PRETEND

Pretend she was a princess tinged with blue by the encroaching dusk, pretend that childhood was today and silvery with toys, pretend that a vein had not been opened and that scarlet blood was not spilling forth in white silence, that she was not deathly pale, although she was deathly pale, but that deathly pallor was only pretending it was real, for she needed in the middle of this game of let’s-pretend to speak the dull stone truth as a contrast to the glittering green game of imagine being played by eyes that see, pretend she loved and was loved, pretend she did not need to die of longing, pretend she was lying in the palm of God’s transparent hand, pretend she was living not dying because living itself meant inching ever closer to death, pretend she did not simply give up when the golden threads she was weaving became entangled and she had no idea how to untangle the fine, cold thread, pretend she was wise enough to untie the sailor’s knots binding her wrists, pretend she had a basket of pearls just so that she could contemplate the color of the moon, pretend she closed her eyes and when she opened them, limpid but moist with gratitude, all her loved ones were there, pretend that everything she had was not pure pretense, pretend she gave a long exhalation, and the golden light guided her through the forest of sluice gates and tranquilities, pretend she was not lunar, pretend she was not crying.

“NEEDED”

Given that this is a newspaper par excellence and therefore, par excellence, perfect for small ads, I am going to place an advertisement in bold type:

Needed: someone, male or female, to help another person to be happy because that person is so happy she cannot bear to be happy alone, but must share her happiness. Extremely well remunerated: paid by the minute in happiness itself. The need is urgent because the happiness of this person is as fleeting as a shooting star, which you only seem to think you saw once it has gone; urgently needed before it grows dark because the night is very dangerous and no help is available and then it’s too late. The successful applicant will only be free once the horrific nightmare of Sunday is over. Sad people may also apply because the happiness being given is so great that it has to be shared before it turns into a catastrophe. Please come, I implore you, with all the humility of reasonless joy. In exchange, I offer a house with all the lights blazing as if for a ball. Applicants will also have use of the kitchen and the living room. PS No experience necessary. And I apologize for placing an advertisement that might prove painful to others. But I swear that despite my serious face, an almost divine happiness is just waiting to be given.

SÃO PAULO

I received a letter from Fernanda Montenegrofn25 in São Paulo. I phoned to ask her permission to publish it. She agreed:

Clarice,

It is with intense emotion that I write to you, because everything you write always contains an explosion of pain. It is a terribly female anxiety, painful, muffled, polite, desperate and contained.

When I read my name in an article by you, I felt a shock not of vanity but of deep communion. I have been very depressed, which is unusual. At this moment in São Paulo, one performs with a gun in one’s pocket. There are policemen stationed outside theaters. Threatening phone calls are made to the homes of anyone who works in the theater. That is our world.

What of our world, Clarice?

Not, given the political circumstances, this polemical, violent world, but that other world of which Chekhov speaks, where we shall rest, we shall rest. Ah, Clarice, our generation will not see it. When I was fifteen, I had the mad idea that my generation would untie the knot. Our generation has failed, like one of those melancholy songs without words, so common in the nineteenth century. Love in the twenty-first century will mean social justice. It would take a Christ to understand us!

We are learning the following lesson: love means having. Salvation does not lie in poverty.

Who has nothing, gives nothing. He who is hungry has no dignity (Brecht). Clarice, I do apologize for this rant. But allow me to share with you the painful synchronism of those who can see other worlds, not just this one or that, but, yes, even that one, even if only one-dimensionally—as is the case here.

Our generation suffers from a lack of repose. Is that right, Clarice? Our struggle will not be for ourselves. And we feel very sorry for ourselves because of that. That’s my understanding of what you wrote in your article. “I have started lying. And when I say this I am telling the truth. But it was about time I lied. I deceive those I should deceive, and since I know I am being deceitful, inside myself I am telling harsh truths.” The struggle I mention above would be that same Biblical struggle, the great struggle that embraces everything.

To return to those “harsh truths” you spoke of: in my profession, deceit is my truth. It’s true, Clarice. But in my private inner self, I feel, honestly, that our generation is beginning to commune with the cockroach. Our cockroach [Fernanda is referring to my book The Passion According to G. H.]. We know what that act of communion means, Clarice. I swear that I’m not going to drive that cockroach away. I will do it. I have a deep-seated need to do it. Give me the calm and the light of a moment, just one moment, of inner repose.

Yours, with intense emotion,

Fernanda

October 26, 1968

BRAVADO

Z. M. felt life was slipping through her fingers. In her humility, she forgot that she herself was a source of life and creation. She went out very little, turned down any invitations. She wasn’t the kind of woman to notice when a man was interested in her unless he actually said so—then she would be surprised and welcome his interest.

One afternoon—it was springtime, the first day of spring—she went to visit a female friend of hers who told her bluntly: How could a grown woman like her be so very humble? How could she fail to notice that several men were in love with her? How could she not see that, out of respect for herself, she really ought to have an affair? She also said that she had seen her enter a room full of acquaintances, none of whom were anywhere near as bright as her. And yet she had seen her almost creep in, as if she barely existed, like a doe with its head bowed. “You should walk with your head held high, you’re bound to suffer because you’re different, cosmically different, so just accept that the bourgeois life is not for you, and enter a room with your head held high.” “Go all alone into a room full of people?” “Yes. You don’t need to go with someone else, you’re fine on your own.”

She remembered that, later that same day, there was to be a kind of cocktail party for the primary school teachers during the vacation. She remembered the new attitude she was supposed to adopt, and so didn’t arrange to go with one of her colleagues—she would risk going all alone. She put on a fairly new dress, but her courage failed her. Then—and she only understood this afterward—she put on so much eye makeup and so much lipstick that her face looked like a mask: she was superimposing another person on herself: that other person was amazingly uninhibited, vain, full of herself. That other person was everything she was not. But when it was time to leave her apartment, she wavered: was she not asking too much of herself? All dressed up, with a painted mask on her face—ah, persona, why not make use of you and finally be!—she sank timorously into the armchair in her all too familiar living room and her heart begged her not to go. She seemed to sense that she was going to be badly bruised, and she was no masochist. Finally, she stubbed out her cigarette of courage, got up and left.

She felt that the torments of the timid have never been adequately described. As the taxi drove along, she was dying ever so slightly.

And then suddenly there she was standing before a vast room possibly filled with many people, although they seemed very few in the enormous space in which the cocktail party—that modern ritual—was being held.

How long did she last with her head held unnaturally high? The mask made her feel uncomfortable, and besides, she knew she was prettier without makeup. But without makeup her soul would be laid bare. And she couldn’t risk or allow herself such a luxury.

She spoke and smiled to one person, spoke and smiled to another. But as happens at all cocktail parties, it was impossible to have a conversation, and eventually she found herself alone again.

She spotted a man who had once been her lover. And she thought: However much love that man might have received, I was the one who gave him my whole soul and my whole body. They looked at each other, scrutinized each other, and he was doubtless rather shocked by that painted mask. She didn’t know what to do except ask him if they were still friends—if that was possible. He said, yes, of course, they would always be friends.

After a while she felt she could no longer hold up her head. But how to cross the vast space from there to the door? Alone, like a fugitive? Then she half confessed her problem to one of her fellow teachers, who kindly led her across the huge expanse that lay between her and the door.

And in the dark of the spring night she was an unhappy woman. Yes, she was different. Yes, she was also timid. Yes, she was oversensitive. Yes, she had met an old flame. The darkness and the smell of spring in the air. The heart of the world was beating in her breast. She had always been conscious of the smells of nature. She finally found a taxi and sat down in it almost shedding tears of relief, remembering that the same thing had happened to her in Paris, although that had been even worse. She fled home like a fugitive from the world. There was no hiding the fact: she didn’t know how to live. In the safety of her home, she looked at herself in the mirror as she was washing her hands and saw the persona buckled onto her face: the persona bore the fixed smile of a clown. Then she washed her face and felt relieved to have her soul bare again. Then she took a sleeping pill. Before sleep came, she lay wide awake and promised herself never to run that same risk again unprotected. The pill was beginning to calm her down. And the immense night of dreams began.

November 2, 1968

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE

People wishing to pay me a compliment often describe me as “intelligent.” And they are surprised when I say that being intelligent is not my forte, and that I am no more intelligent than many other people. They even think I’m being modest.

Of course, I am intelligent: my studies are proof of that, as are various situations I’ve found myself in and that could only be resolved by intelligence. I can also, as can many others, read and understand what are considered to be difficult texts.

Often, though, my so-called intelligence is as slight as if I suffered a sort of mental blindness. People who speak of my intelligence are actually confusing intelligence with what I will now call emotional intelligence. And that is something I have occasionally had or do have.

And although I admire pure intelligence, I think emotional intelligence is more important when it comes to living and to understanding others. Most people I know are intelligent. And sensitive too, capable of feeling and being moved. I suppose that is the kind of sensitivity I use when I write and with my friends. I use it even with people I meet only briefly, for I often have an immediate sense of their “atmosphere.”

I suppose that this kind of sensitivity, one that is not only easily moved, but can also think, albeit not with the mind, is a gift. And like any gift, it can grow rusty if left unused or, in fact, become better with use. I have one friend, for example, who, as well as being intelligent, also has the gift of emotional intelligence, and she uses that gift constantly in her profession. The result is that she has what I would call an intelligent heart, but to such a high degree that it guides her and guides others like a form of radar.

INTELLECTUAL? NO.

Another thing people don’t seem to understand is that when someone describes me as an intellectual, I always say that I’m not. Again, this isn’t a matter of modesty, but a reality I’m perfectly happy with. Being an intellectual means, above all, using one’s intellect, which I don’t do: I use intuition, instinct. Being an intellectual also means that one is very cultured, and even though I’ve read a lot, I can say, quite honestly, that I’m not particularly cultured. I haven’t even read the most important works humanity has produced. Besides, I now read very little, whereas, between the ages of thirteen and fifteen, I read voraciously, whatever I could lay my hands on. Then I began to read more sporadically, with no guidance from anyone. And I have to admit—and I do feel slightly ashamed of this—that for years I read only detective fiction. Nowadays, although I often don’t feel like writing, I quite often feel even less inclined to read.

I am also not one of the literati, because I haven’t made the fact that I write books into “a profession” or a “career.” I wrote them only when they came to me spontaneously, and only when I really wanted to write them. Perhaps I’m an amateur.

So what am I then? I am a person with a heart that does sometimes grasp something, I am a person who has tried to put into words an unintelligible, impalpable world. I am, above all, a person whose heart beats with the very lightest of joys when it succeeds in writing a sentence that says something about human or animal life.

WHAT I WOULD LIKE TO HAVE BEEN

Finding a name for what I am is really of very little importance. What matters is what I would like to be.

What I would like to be is a fighter. I mean, someone who fights for the good of others. I’ve wanted that ever since I was little. Why did fate determine that I should write what I’ve written, rather than developing in me that fighting quality? When I was small, my family would jokingly call me “the protector of animals.” Because it was enough for someone to be accused of something for me to leap to their defense. And I experienced the whole social drama with such intensity that I felt utterly bewildered and perplexed in the face of the great injustices to which the so-called underprivileged classes fall victim. In Recife, on Sundays, I would go and visit our maid in her house in the slums. And what I saw made me promise myself that I would not allow that to continue. I wanted to act. In Recife, where I lived until I was twelve, I often came across a crowd of people in the street listening to someone talking to them passionately about the social tragedy. And I remember how moved I was and how I promised myself that, one day, that would be my task: to defend the rights of others.

And yet what did I end up being, and from very early on too? I ended up being a person who seeks out her deepest feelings and finds words to express those feelings.

That is very little, very little indeed.

November 9, 1968

FRAGMENT

About a character I once started to describe and who, in the end, I never even included in a novel: “What he was, really and profoundly, was neither visible nor perceptible. What he was existed in the way a beach in Asia exists: at the very moment you are here, that beach is there. He himself, although he could not deny it, nevertheless gave no proof of his existence either to himself or to others. What he was, was simply beyond proof. The only way of knowing anything about his real, profound life would be to believe: to accept, by an act of faith, the existence of something you could only be certain existed by choosing to believe that it did.”

DREAM

I never understand dreams, but I once noted down one that seemed to be trying to tell me something, although I have no idea quite what.

I had closed the door behind me when I left home, but on my return, I found it had somehow fused with the walls, its outline already invisible. Given the choice between feeling along that now entirely blank wall and digging another entrance, the latter seemed to me the easier option. And so that’s what I did, doing my best to create an opening, a way in. However, no sooner had I succeeded than I realized this was the first time anyone had entered the apartment that way. This was the first door. And although the narrow entrance opened into the same apartment, I saw it as if I had never seen it before. And my bedroom was like the inside of a cube. Only then did I understand that I had been living inside a cube.

I woke up bathed in sweat, as if from a nightmare, because, despite the dream’s apparently tranquil atmosphere, it was a nightmare. I have no idea what it symbolized. But I find the idea of “a first door” so terrifying and so fascinating that it is a nightmare in its own right.

A STORY CASTS OFF INTO THE DEEP

“… and this story is not a quick read because the words themselves are not quick. It’s about a person. She rented a room in a family house. They were a very busy family and so burdened down with endless tasks that they barely noticed the woman in the rented room. Sometimes she would cross paths with the father or one of the children outside the bathroom, and then they would make desultory conversation. After a time, that conversation was reduced to a mere murmur, and then became part of the silence. As for the tenant, she was a middle-aged woman. She took great care of her belongings and was scrupulous about her personal hygiene. Her room pretty much reflected this: it was clean and almost empty. Well, that woman—impossible to categorize unless you were interested enough to probe the depths of her mind, which no one would ever consider doing, because she was so uninteresting—well, that woman was silently living an adventure. Even stranger, it was a spiritual adventure …”

I cannot now remember the story I was intending to tell when I wrote those lines. I know it was going to be a story, but what spiritual adventure was I about to describe? I can’t remember, and I leave it to my less experienced readers, who still use writing as an exercise, to finish the job. I simply filled a sail with wind and set the boat out to sea. Where was it going? I’ve lost my compass.

REBELLION

Love, when it becomes too great, becomes ineffectual, disproportionate, and not even the recipient of that love is capable of receiving so much love. I feel like a bewildered child when I realize that even in love one needs to have common sense and a sense of proportion. Ah, the life of the emotions is extremely bourgeois.

November 16, 1968

DEEPENING THE HOURS

I can’t write when I’m feeling anxious or trying to solve some problem or other because, in such situations, I do everything I can to make time pass quickly—and writing does the exact opposite, deepening and lengthening out the hours. Although lately, out of great need, I have learned to keep myself busy writing, as a way of making time pass.

EAT, EAT

I don’t know what it’s like in other families, but in our home everyone talks about food. “Is that cheese yours?” “No, it’s for everyone.” “Is the pudding good?” “Yes, delicious.” “Mom, ask the cook to make a shrimp cocktail, I can show her how.” “How do you know how to make a shrimp cocktail?” “I ate it once and I could tell how to make it from the way it tasted.” “All I want to eat today is pea soup and sardines.” “This meat is too salty.” “I’m not hungry, but if you buy some peppers, I’ll eat them.” “No, Mom, eating out is too expensive, besides, I’d rather eat at home.” “What’s for supper?”

No, my home is not a metaphysical place. No one is fat, but a bad meal is deemed pretty unforgivable. As for me, I open and close my purse, dishing out money for the shopping. “I’m eating out, Mom, but keep a bit of supper for me anyway.” And as for me, I think it’s right to keep the stove lit—just in case. A household is one where, as well as keeping the sacred flame of love alight, you must also have the saucepans always ready on the stove. The simple fact is that we enjoy eating. I am the proud mother of a household of meals. As well as eating, we talk a lot about what’s happening in Brazil and in the world, and about what clothes you should wear in which situations. We are a home.

MUSEUM ACHE

I call it that because I only get this particular ache when I visit museums. The moment I stop in front of a painting, I feel an ache in my left shoulder—it’s always the same. I would like to know what it is. Pure emotion?

MÁRIO QUINTANA AND HIS ADMIRER

I received a letter from the poet-priest Armindo Trevisan. He told me a story that Mário Quintana told him.fn26 Once upon a time there was a little eight-year-old girl, “very pretty and intelligent,” who was desperate to meet the poet Quintana. And she was so insistent that, in the end, her teacher decided to ask for an audience with Mário, who agreed.

On the appointed day, the teacher and the little girl set off for the offices of the Correio do Povo where Quintana works. The girl saw the poet, was introduced, spoke to him and listened to him.

Soon after they left, the teacher phoned Quintana and asked if she could pass on to him his young admirer’s impressions. Quintana replied that the opinion of any child, whether favorable or not, was always worthy of attention. Then the teacher said:

“Well, my dear poet, the little girl said: ‘He’s very handsome, but he does seem a bit goofy.’”

The delightful goofiness of one of the poets I most admire.

Father Armindo, will you allow me to quote a passage from your letter in which you once again reveal your Christian humility? Please. I’m so very fond of you, which is why I’m transcribing this one brief passage, in which you write: “If I may, I will pray for you, and please don’t forget to pray for me too, because I am very much a sinner and need your prayers, whatever they may be, because I secretly think you are closer to God than I am, even though you’re rather cheeky with him and pick fights with many things over which I have no control …”

Father Armindo, it’s four o’clock in the morning and it’s such a beautiful time of day that anyone who is awake now is, in some way, praying. I pray that you always find the world beautiful to look at and to experience, I pray that you enjoy the food you eat, I pray that you will always write poetry, because writing poetry is, in itself, a salvation.

And you must pray for me too. I am confused, unable to understand what is happening to me and, more to the point, what isn’t happening to me.

November 23, 1968

RITUAL

Making oneself beautiful is such a serious ritual. A fabric is not just a piece of cloth, it’s a basic building block. With my body I give shape to that cloth. How can a simple piece of fabric take on so much life? My hair, newly washed and dried in the sun out on the terrace, is made of the most ancient silk. Pretty? Not in the least, but female. That is my secret unknown to anyone, even my mirror: female. Earrings? I’m not sure. No. I want my ears to be delicate and simple—modestly naked. I hesitate again: a still bolder step would be to hide my ears with my hair. No, I can’t resist: I uncover them, putting my hair behind my ears. And I take on an hieratic ugliness like that of an Egyptian queen, with an overlong neck and incongruous ears. An Egyptian queen? No, just me, arrayed like the women in the Bible.

THE EARTHQUAKE

She was very busy: she had just done the shopping, made several phone calls including a very difficult one to the plumber, then she had gone into the kitchen to see how the children’s lunch was coming along, because they mustn’t be late back to school; she laughed at some funny remark made by one of the girls, received a call inviting her to a charity tea, then prepared the children’s afternoon snack, and then, finally, closed the front door when they left.

Then it happened—rising up from her belly, like a distant earth tremor that doesn’t even register as the sign of an imminent earthquake, yes, rising up from her belly came the most enormous shudder as if some tall tower had collapsed, yes, rising up from her belly—face and body contorted, as effortful as oil pushing up through the hard earth, until, at last, there came a great outpouring of almost silent tears, the dry torture of silent tears interspersed with sobs, tears that took even her by surprise, secret tears, unwanted and unsuspected—shaken like a tree that always takes more of a battering than a weaker tree—with tubes and veins and tendons bursting with the thick salt water of tears. Only once it had passed did she realize that not a tear had been shed. It was an earthquake caused by dry tears.

PERFECTION

What comforts me is that everything that exists does so with absolute precision. The head of a pin is never so much as a fraction of a millimeter larger than the head of a pin. Everything that exists does so with great exactitude. It’s a shame that most of what exists with such exactitude is technically invisible to us. However exact and clear the truth may be, by the time it reaches us, it has become vague and therefore, yes, technically invisible. The good thing is that the truth reaches us as if it were the secret meaning of things. We are left feeling confused, with a just a hazy sense of what perfection is.

THE BIRTH OF PLEASURE (FRAGMENT)

Nascent pleasure hurts our chest so much that we prefer to feel the pain we are used to rather than unaccustomed pleasure. There is no possible explanation for true happiness, it defies understanding—it resembles the beginning of some irrecoverable loss. That total fusion is unbearably good—as if death were our final, greatest good, except that it isn’t death, it is life so incommensurable that it resembles the grandeur of death. One should allow oneself to be flooded by happiness only very gradually—because it is life being born. And for those who lack the necessary strength, they should first cover every nerve with a protective film, with a film of death so that they can tolerate life. That film can consist of any protective formal act, a silence or a few meaningless words. Because pleasure is not to be trifled with. It is us.

November 30, 1968

ANGINA PECTORIS OF THE SOUL

Except that this sort won’t kill you. Anything’s better than anxiety, right? When it comes, the chest tightens, and there’s a familiar musty smell in the thing that used to be called the soul and is now called nothing at all. And the lack of hope in hope. Accepting things without entirely resigning yourself. Not confessing to yourself because there’s nothing more to confess. Or there is and you can’t because the words won’t come. Not being what you really are and not knowing what you really are, only that you are not being. Then comes the helplessness of being alive. I’m talking about the anxiety itself, the malaise. Because some anxiety is inevitable: whatever is alive—precisely because it is alive—contracts.

IF I WERE ME

When I can’t remember where I put some important document and have searched for it in vain, I ask myself: if I were me and I had an important document to put away in a safe place, what place would I choose? Sometimes this works. But I often feel so transfixed by those words “if I were me” that looking for the document becomes secondary, and I start to think. Or, rather, to feel.

And I don’t feel good. Try it: if you were you, how would you be and what would you do? Right from the start, there’s an awkward feeling: the lie in which we are comfortably installed has just very slightly shifted from the place where it had installed itself. And yet I have read biographies of people who suddenly became themselves and completely changed their lives. I think that if I were really me, my friends would not even greet me in the street because even my face would have changed. How? I don’t know.

I can’t possibly tell you half the things I would do if I were me. I think, for example, that one of those things would land me in jail. And if I were me, I would give away everything that is mine and entrust the future to the future.

“If I were me” appears to represent our greatest danger in life, the new door into the unknown. And yet I have a sense that, once we had got past the so-called frivolities of the ensuing celebration, we would, at last, experience the world. And yes, I know we would also finally experience in full the pain of the world. And our own pain, the one we have learned not to feel. However, we would also sometimes be seized by a kind of pure, legitimate, barely imaginable ecstasy of joy. No, I think I can already almost imagine how it would be because I felt myself smiling and felt, too, the kind of constraint one feels when confronted by something all too vast.

HOW DO YOU WRITE?

When I’m not writing, I have absolutely no idea how to write. And if that most sincere of questions didn’t sound childish and false, I would choose a writer friend and ask: how do you write?

Because, honestly, how does anyone write? What do you say and how? And how do you start? And what do you do with that blank sheet of paper gazing calmly up at you?

I know that, however baffling, there is only one answer: by writing. No one is more surprised than me to be writing. And I’m still not used to being called a writer. Because, apart from the hours when I do write, I have no idea how to write. Perhaps writing is not a profession. After all, there is no apprenticeship. What is it, then? I will only consider myself to be a writer the day I can say: I know how to write.

A DIALOGUE

When I studied French, I would have found it really funny if my textbook was like this one I came across. It contains a dialogue between Papa Dog and his son. Papa Dog: “Have you studied hard?” Son: “Yes.” Papa Dog: “Mathematics?” Son: “No.” Papa Dog: “Science?” Son: “No.” Papa Dog: “Geography or philosophy or history?” “Son: “No.” Papa Dog: “So what did you study?” Son: “Foreign languages.” Papa Dog: “And what did you learn in your language class?” Son: “Meow.”

TELEPHONE CONVERSATION

A great friend of mind went to the trouble of noting down on a sheet of paper what I said to her during a telephone conversation. She gave it to me afterward and I found it both strange and yet recognizably me. This is what she wrote: “Sometimes I have the feeling that I’m blindly groping for something; I want to continue, I feel I must continue. I almost feel it’s rather brave of me to continue. My fear is that it will all be very new, and I might find what I don’t want to find. I might be brave enough, but the price is very high, the price is exorbitant, and, besides, I’m tired. I have always paid the price and suddenly I don’t want to any more. I feel I must choose one side or the other. Or else choose to give up: lead a humbler life of the mind, except that then I don’t know quite what to give up, I don’t know where to find the task, the sweetness, the thing. I am addicted to living in this state of extreme intensity. The time I spend writing is a reflection of a situation that is mine alone. That’s when I feel at my most helpless.”

December 7, 1968

FROM A LECTURE IN TEXAS

I give below an extract from a lecture I gave in Texas, at the invitation of a university:

… My own experience led me to think properly for the first time about the word “avant-garde,” and, in the interests of self-clarification and self-honesty, I also needed to try and define what the literary avant-garde meant for me. It would, of course, mean experimentation … What I found slightly confusing, though, was that since all real art involves experimentation as, alas, real life does, why should one type of experimentation be considered avant-garde and the other not? Is the avant-garde, then, anything that overturns formal values and, if I can put it like this, stands in opposition to whatever was, at the time, being done formally? That would be too simplistic, as shallow as a mere passing fashion. Was the avant-garde merely another form I could use as a new aesthetic element? But the term “aesthetic element” really doesn’t sit well with me. Or was the avant-garde a new form intended to shatter the usual stratified vision of reality and create a new vision of a different reality or of reality itself? That would be better. Any true experimentation would lead to greater self-knowledge, that is, to knowledge itself. The avant-garde would, when it came down to it, be one of the tools of knowledge, an advanced research tool. That mode of experimentation would be based on a renewal of forms, which would, in turn, lead to a reexamination of concepts, even concepts as yet unformulated, and only intuited. But it could also be based on our awareness, not yet put into words, of new concepts and could even adopt a classical form—but would that contradict the whole idea of the avant-garde, in its strictest sense, and as we usually understand it?

This was when I realized that my difficulty with the subject went much deeper. I was dealing with a subject related to two words whose meaning has never made much sense to me: I am referring to the terms “form” and “content.” These words are used both in contraposition and in juxtaposition, but it really doesn’t matter, because it inevitably signifies a division. And I have always felt a deep dislike for the expression “form and content,” just as I do for such divisions as “body and soul,” “matter and energy” and so on. Without ever giving it much thought, I almost instinctively rejected the idea that if you were to cut a strand of hair in two lengthwise, you would then consider it to be made up of two halves. But a hair doesn’t have halves, unless you create them. I realize that using the division “form and content” can be helpful as a study tool. If I used that same tool, would the avant-garde become just a new form? And could “a new form” imply old content? But what kind of content could exist without a form? What hair could exist before the actual hair existed? What existence can predate existence? Feeling deeply confused, I then decided, purely to make things easier and to help me move forward, that for me the word “theme” could replace the indivisible unity that is “form and content.” A “theme” can preexist, and you can speak of it before, during and after the thing created, but “form and content” is the thing itself, and you only discover it by reading, seeing, listening, experiencing. My idea is this: theme and text; theme and painting; theme and music; in short, theme and life. Only then did I come close to understanding myself and, above all, to understanding how I saw the situation in Brazil.

I had to put the word to one side, in its European sense. I wondered, for example, if our 1922 movement,fn27 the so-called Modernist movement, would have been considered avant-garde by other countries in 1922. Would the experimentation, characteristic of any avant-garde movement, be seen as such by other literatures? The 1922 movement was a moment of real liberation, in the sense that it was a new way of seeing, liberation is always avant-garde, and those in the front line of that 1922 vanguard laid down their lives. Sometimes, though, liberation is only an advance for those liberating themselves, and may have no real value for others. For us, the 1922 movement was an avant-garde movement regardless of how the world might see it. It was a declaration of ownership: a movement taking back our way of being, one of our ways of being, possibly the most urgent at the time. The fact that we have gone beyond 1922 only reaffirms it as an avant-garde movement: it was so well absorbed and so well incorporated that it ceased to exist, which is characteristic of the avant-garde, and while we may refer to 1922 as a historical event, we are still very much the result of it. Mário de Andrade,fn28 were he still alive, would have absorbed still more of the very best of that healthiest of rebellions, and would now be a classic of himself. The future of any man of the avant-garde is not to be read by those most like him, for those most able to understand his need for innovation will be busy with new movements. When I think of other writers in our own avant-garde, it occurs to me without a hint of melancholy that it is precisely then that the avant-garde writer will have achieved his greatest goal: he will be so taken for granted, so well-thumbed, that tomorrow he will disappear. I say “tomorrow,” but the day after tomorrow—once the vanguard has marched on by, along with the inevitable ensuing silence—he will rise again. And needless to say, Mário de Andrade has not disappeared: 1922 wasn’t yesterday, it was the day before yesterday …

December 14, 1968

THE BOOK AS THE BEST POSSIBLE PRESENT

I have in my hands one of the most beautiful books I’ve seen of late: Pero Vaz de Caminha, Carta a El Rey Dom Manuel.fn29 Typographically it’s a masterpiece, published by Editora Sabiá, and edited by Rubem Braga and Fernando Sabino. The book comes in a box, which makes it even more of a gift. The magnificent illustrations are by Carybé. It’s a celebration of the five hundredth anniversary of the birth of Pedro Álvares Cabral, in a version by Rubem Braga. Here are his introductory words: “… Discovered in the Torre do Tombo in 1773 by Seabra da Silva, this venerable document, which others have called our baptismal certificate, has already appeared in various versions in modern Portuguese, from the one by Aires do Casal … to Leonardo Arroio.” “Our main criterion,” says Rubem, “was to preserve as far as possible the flavor of the original language: we have respected, within the limits of intelligibility, Caminha’s roundabout, repetitive sentences …. I have avoided correcting Caminha when he writes that a Portuguese man went em terra instead of à terra, when he writes imos instead of vamos, or nenhum não era instead of nenhum deles era; it’s a pleasure to see that, in some cases, colloquial Brazilian Portuguese has preserved the honorable syntax of our first chronicler.” And he concludes his simple, pleasurable preface by saying: “as for the land of Santa Cruz, it has grown many leagues to North and South and West to become Brazil—and it exists more or less to serve Our Lord God.”

ANXIETIES OF A FETUS

This is a book of stories by a new writer who is not, in fact, new, but has been writing for some time: José Luís Silveira Neto.

Silveira Neto has a way of writing that is at once keen, unsettling and profound. I would love to see his novel published. Silveira Neto is a psychologist by profession. Anxieties of a Fetus is highly original. We have just acquired a good writer of short stories. And a story, however short, is very difficult to tell well.

THE GREAT ENIGMAS OF HUMANITY

The authors are Luís Carlos Lisboa and Roberto Pereira de Andrade, and the book is published by Editora Vozes in their series entitled Presença do Futuro. I devoured the book like a child reading a story for the first time. Written in an appropriately accessible style, Great Enigmas of Humanity is simply fascinating: I was given the book, but I know various people who, having leafed through it, are now waiting for me to finish so that they can read it too. On the inside flap, Rose Marie Murarofn30 writes: “Insoluble enigmas have, in every age, challenged mankind’s intelligence. Many could only begin to be grasped thanks to the new discoveries being made by technology and science in the current century. Among them are the following: Atlantis—from the most ancient Antiquity onward, illustrious men (including Plato) speak of the glories of the astonishingly advanced civilization of a continent that disappeared more than ten thousand years ago. We now know many things about Atlantis: its probable location, the characteristics of its inhabitants, and how it was swallowed up by the sea, etc.”

The book also deals with flying saucers and “visitors from space”; great vanished civilizations (including, on the American continent, Brazil’s seven lost cities), the people who were here before Cabral and Columbus (we know about the Vikings, but how many of us knew that the Phoenicians and the Egyptians came here long, long before that?): in short, the future (illuminating the future is, after all, the best way of living the present).

It is the work of two researchers who give sources for everything they write. It is a serious book, and really engrossing. An adventure in time and space.

A travel book: Sexo gratis e novo (Sex gratis and new), by the architect José Reznik, published by Editora Pergaminho, with a preface by Oscar Niemeyer.fn31 In his preface, Niemeyer says: “This book introduces us to an intelligent, curious architect traveling the world in pursuit of great works of architecture, as well as to a sensitive man who understands life and all its secrets and wants to live it to the full … José Reznik is fascinated by everything around him, but he is at his free, lively, lyrical best when he describes his adventures in the Middle East. He is never lacking in intellectual curiosity, firm opinions, and a sharp critical mind, as can be seen when he sums up Israeli architecture in a few words and with one simple question—a delightful characteristic that he shares with his brother, my dear friend David Reznik …”

In his introduction, Reznik says: “I put together these diary jottings in order, of course, to make some money, but also to entertain some readers and give others an idea of what Europe is like, and, more especially, to encourage the few who are just starting out on a career in art and architecture. It is to this last group that I dedicate this book.” Excellent reading for the Christmas holidays.

December 21, 1968

ANNUNCIATION

At home, I have a painting by the Italian artist Angelo Savelli—and I was not at all surprised to learn that he had been invited to design some stained-glass windows for the Vatican.

I never tire of looking at the painting. On the contrary, it constantly renews me.

In it, Mary is sitting near a window, and you can tell by the size of her belly that she’s pregnant. The archangel standing by her side is looking at her. And Mary, as if she could hardly bear what has been announced as her destiny and, through her, the destiny of future humanity, presses one hand to her throat in surprise and anguish.

The angel, who entered through the window, is almost human: only his long wings remind one that he can move without touching the ground with his feet. The wings are very human and fleshy, and his face is the face of a man.

It offers us the most beautiful and most excruciating truth in the world.

Every human being receives an annunciation: and with pregnant souls we press one hand to our throat in fear and anguish. As if at some point in all our lives, we each receive the annunciation of a mission to fulfill.

The mission is not an easy one: each of us is responsible for the whole world.

THE VIRGIN IN ALL WOMEN

Every woman, when she learns she is pregnant, presses one hand to her throat: she knows she will give birth to a being who will inevitably follow the same path as Christ, falling many times beneath the weight of the cross. There is no escape.

CHRIST WOULD BE HAPPY

Christ would be happy if he didn’t need to show the world the suffering of the world: as a man, he was a perfect being and would, therefore, have felt perfect happiness.

ST. JOSEPH’S HUMILITY

St. Joseph is the symbol of humility. He knew he was not the Child’s father and yet he cared for the pregnant virgin as if he were.

St. Joseph is human kindness. He is self-effacement personified in that most historic of moments. It is he who watches over humanity.

MY CHRISTMAS

When the children were too small to stay awake for a midnight supper on Christmas Eve, we would celebrate Christmas over lunch the following day. The children grew up, but the custom remained. And we always exchange presents on the morning of the 25th.

Since our Christmas meal was on the 25th, I was always free on Christmas Eve. However, for the last three or four years, I have had a sacred rendezvous for the night of the 24th.

I was talking to a young woman who was not my friend at the time, but who now is, and a very dear one too, and I asked what she was planning to do on Christmas Eve and who she was going to spend it with. She replied very simply: the same thing I do every year: I take some pills that send me to sleep for forty-eight hours. I was surprised, not to say alarmed, and I asked her why. It turns out that she found Christmas a particularly painful festival, because she had, I understand, lost both her parents around that time of year, and could not bear to spend Christmas without them. I pointed out how dangerous those pills could be: instead of sending her to sleep for forty-eight hours, they might put her to sleep for good.

I had an idea: from then on, we would spend part of Christmas Eve together, having supper in a restaurant. We would meet at around eight o’clock, and she would see then how packed the restaurants were with other people who have no home or no homely atmosphere where they can spend Christmas and who, therefore, choose to celebrate it elsewhere. After supper, she drops me off at my place and then goes home to pick up her aunt so that they can attend Midnight Mass together. We agreed that we would each pay for our own supper and would exchange presents, which was our being there for each other.

One Christmas, though, my friend was unable to keep our appointment, and, even though she knew I was not religious, she gave me a missal. I opened it, and in it she had written: pray for me.

In September of the following year, a fire broke out in my bedroom, a fire that left me so badly burned that, for some days, my life hung in the balance. My room was completely destroyed: the plaster on the walls and the ceiling fell in, the furniture was reduced to ashes, as were my books.

I won’t even attempt to explain what happened: everything was destroyed, but the missal remained intact, apart from a little singeing on the cover.
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LEARNING TO LIVE

Thoreau was an American philosopher who, among other things too complex to be explained in a newspaper column, wrote much that could help us live our lives in a more intelligent, more effective, more enjoyable, less anxious way.

For example, Thoreau was distressed to see his neighbors scrimping and scraping and saving up for some distant future. It was fine to give the future some thought, but, he cried, we need to “improve the nick of time.” “You must live in the present,” he added, and not, as he says with some distaste: “… lay up treasures which moth and rust will corrupt and thieves break through and steal.”

The message is clear: do not sacrifice today for tomorrow. If you feel unhappy now, then do something about it now, because you exist in a series of nows.

If we were all to examine our consciences, we would surely remember several nows that have been lost never to return. There are moments in life when we regret not having or not being or not doing or not accepting, moments in life when that regret is as piercing as the most piercing pain.

He wanted us to do what we want to do now. Throughout his life, Thoreau preached and practiced the need to do now what matters most to us as individuals.

For example: to young people wanting to become writers, but who kept putting it off—either waiting for inspiration to strike or saying they didn’t have time because of their studies or their work—he told them to go to their room now and start to write.

He was equally impatient with those who spend too much time studying life and never actually living it. “It is only when we forget all our learning that we begin to know.”

And he said this powerful thing that fills us with courage: “Why not let the torrent in, why not open the floodgates and set all our gears in motion?” I only have to think about following his advice to feel vitality coursing through my veins. Now, my friends, is happening at this very moment.

Thoreau believed that fear was what ruined all our present moments. That and the alarming opinions we have about ourselves. He said: “Public opinion is a weak tyrant compared with our own private opinion.” It’s true: even apparently confident people think so ill of themselves that deep down they are terrified. And that, in Thoreau’s view, is very bad, because “what a man thinks of himself, that it is which determines, or rather indicates, his fate.”

And however unexpected this may be, he said: have pity on yourself. When so many were leading lives of quiet desperation, he advised us to be a little less hard on ourselves. According to him, fear fills us with needless cowardice. In that case, we should judge ourselves less harshly. “I think,” he wrote, “that we may safely trust a good deal more than we do …. Nature is as well adapted to our weakness as to our strength.” And to those making things unnecessarily complicated—and which of us does not?—he repeated over and over, almost yelling: simplify! simplify!

And one day, opening the newspaper and reading an article by a man whose name I have, alas, forgotten, I came upon some quotations by Georges Bernanosfn32 which really complement Thoreau, even if the former had never read the latter.

At one point in the article (I only cut out this one passage), the author writes that Bernanos never ceased vehemently to denounce the lie of “the free world.” He also sought salvation through risk—without which life for him simply wasn’t worth living—(the italics are mine) “and not just through some kind of senile shrinkage, which affects not only the old, but all those who defend their positions, be they ideological or religious.”

For Bernanos, said the article, the worst sin on earth was greed in all its forms. “The world is eaten up by greed and boredom,” which, adds the author of the article, are two forms of egotism.

I say again, out of the sheer joy of being alive: salvation comes through risk—without that, life is not worth living!

Happy New Year.






1969

January 4, 1969

HUMAN CONDITION

My condition is so very small, I feel ashamed. To the point where having more freedom would be futile: my very smallness would prevent me from making use of that freedom. Meanwhile, the condition of the universe is so large that you couldn’t even call it a condition. I’m so out of step with the world it’s almost comical. I can’t keep pace with the world, and I just end up looking silly: one of my legs always too short. The paradox is that my condition as a one-handed woman is perfect because it’s all of a piece with that condition. But if I make a serious attempt to stay abreast of the world, I shatter and take fright. Even then, I do sometimes laugh a sudden bitter laugh which, again, is nothing to worry about—just part of my condition. The condition cannot be cured, but fear of the condition can.

THE MIRACLE OF THE LEAVES

Miracles never happen to me. I hear about them, and sometimes that at least gives me hope. But at other times I rebel: why not me? Why do I only hear about miracles? I’ve even overheard conversations like this one: “He told me that if I said a certain word, a favorite ornament would break.” My ornaments only ever break in the most banal of circumstances and usually in the hands of the maids. I’m forced to conclude that I am one of those people who has to polish and polish a stone for ages, rather than someone who gets pebbles handed to them that are already white and shiny. Although I do have certain fleeting visions just before I fall asleep—is that a miracle? No, someone calmly told me, such “visions” have a name: eidetism, the ability to evoke unconscious images with hallucinatory clarity.

All right, not a miracle. But what about coincidences? I live on coincidences, I live on intersecting lines crisscrossed by paths, which, as they cross, leave a faint, instantaneous mark, so faint and so instantaneous that they appear to be composed purely of modesty and secrecy: the moment I speak of it, I might as well be speaking of nothing at all.

But I do have one miracle. The miracle of the leaves. I’m walking down the street, and a leaf caught up by the wind falls on my head. The happenstance of all those millions of leaves being transformed into just one, and all the millions of people reduced down to just me. This happens so often that I have come modestly to consider myself the leaves’ chosen one. I furtively remove the leaf from my head and put it in my purse, as if it were a tiny diamond. Until one day, opening my purse, I find, among the other objects, the same leaf, dried, stiff, dead. I throw it away then: I’m not interested in keeping a dead fetish as a souvenir. Plus I know that other leaves will find me.

One day, a leaf actually brushed my eyelashes. “God,” I thought, “was showing great delicacy.”

January 11, 1969

LÚCIO CARDOSOfn1

Lúcio, I miss you, miss the fiery steed that was you, with no limits on how far or fast you could gallop.

I will always feel your loss, but there were two sad, sad occasions when I felt your loss still more intensely.

The first was when you suddenly fell ill, in the prime of life, you, who were life itself. You—he—didn’t die from that illness. He continued to live, but the man who, up until then, had always written out of some eternal, glorious compulsion, was now a man who no longer wrote. And after the illness, the man who had spoken the most inspiring words human ears could ever hear, could no longer speak. And the right side of his body was paralyzed. Later, he learned to paint with his left hand: the creative impulse in him undimmed.

Reduced though he was to silence or grunts, his eyes still sparkled, eyes that had always glittered with an intense, fascinating, slightly diabolical light.

He retained his smile too: smiling at the very thing killing him. He was a man who had always taken risks and anted up the high price of every wager. With his left hand (which, while incapable of writing, could nonetheless hold a paintbrush) he began filling canvases with transparencies and lights and nimble touches, to which he had previously seemed oblivious or by which he had never been illuminated: I have a painting he made before his illness, which is almost totally black. The light came to him after the darkness of his illness.

My second deep sense of loss came near the end.

A few friends of his were standing outside his hospital room and most felt they could not bear to suffer any more, seeing him lying there motionless, comatose.

I entered the room and saw the dead Christ. His face had a greenish tinge like an El Greco portrait. Still beautiful.

Before, when he could not speak, he could at least hear me. And now he would not hear even if I screamed at him that, in my adolescence, he had been the most important person in my life. He taught me to see behind the masks people wear, he taught me the best way to look at the moon. It was Lúcio who transformed me into a mineira: indeed, I have a diploma in all the mannerisms I love in people from Minas Gerais.

I didn’t go to the wake or to the burial or to the funeral mass because there was too much silence inside me. Instead, I remained alone, I just couldn’t bear to see anyone: I had seen death.

I’m remembering things. Mixing everything up. Now I can hear him assuring me that I need never be afraid of the future because I possessed the flame of life. He taught me what it means to possess the flame of life. Now I can see us walking blithely down the street, eating popcorn. Now I can see us meeting at the rehabilitation unit, where I was learning to regain the use of my burned right hand and where Pedro and Miriam Bloch were urging Lúcio to carry on living after his stroke. There we fell into each other’s arms.

Lúcio and I were always completely open to each other: he with his mysterious, secret life, me with what he used to call my “impassioned life.” We were, in so many ways, so utterly fantastic that, were it not for the impossibility of it all, who knows, we might have married.

Helena Cardoso, you fine writer, delicate enough to pick up a butterfly’s wing, you who will always be Lúcio’s sister, why don’t you write a book about Lúcio? You could describe his yearnings and his joys, his deep sense of anguish, his struggle with God, his escapes into the very human side of life, along the paths of Good and Evil. You, Helena, suffered alongside Lúcio, which is why you loved him all the more.

While I’m writing this, I keep glancing over at the antique music box that Lúcio gave me: it used to play Für Elise as if on a clavichord. I listened to it so often that the spring broke. Is the music box silent? No. And inside me, Lúcio is not dead.

January 18, 1969

ALMOST

As my taxi was approaching the tunnel that leads to Leme and Copacabana, I looked out and spotted the church of Santa Teresinha. My heart beat faster: I sensed in the very flesh of my aching soul that I might find refuge in that church.

I dismissed the taxi and, with what felt to me like a very humble step, I entered the cool darkness of the church. I sat down in one of the pews and stayed there. The church was completely empty. The gently suffocating smell of flowers wrapped around me. Little by little, my inner tumult became melancholy resignation: I was offering up my soul in exchange for nothing at all. Because it wasn’t peace I was feeling. No, it felt to me as if my world had fallen in, leaving me standing there, a bewildered, unacknowledged witness.

Then I began to forget about my own pain and to notice the various images of saints. They had all been martyred: that’s the same path for both humans and saints. They had all given up a larger life for a deeper, more bruised and battered life. None of them had “taken advantage” of the only life we have. They had all been fools in the purest sense of the word. They had all been immortalized for the benefit of our hearts athirst for mercy. And why, dear God, was the sacrifice of our most legitimate desires so necessary? Why this suffering while we are still alive?

I gazed round at the empty church in search of an answer and in the middle of the central nave I saw a coffin. I stood up and went over to it. There lay the figure of Santa Teresinha, her feet covered with flowers. I stared down at her.

There was something odd about her though. Normally Santa Teresinha is depicted as a young woman, with flowers in her hands. And this was such an old Santa Teresinha that her skin, as they say, resembled parchment. Her eyes were closed, her white hands folded on her breast, and at her feet the bright red flowers seemed to be bursting forth, like a declaration of life.

The image wasn’t made of ceramic, I could see that at once. What was it made of then? It looked like wax. But wax would melt in the heat of the candles and the heat of summer, so it couldn’t be that. It was some material I’d never seen before. I knew that if I touched the saint, I would know what it was. When I was little, our maid Rosa used to get annoyed at me because I was always touching everything, and she used to say: “That girl has eyes in her hands, and can only see things if she touches them.”

Yes, I can only see things by touching them, but I knew that if the priest came in and saw me, he would not be at all pleased. I looked around me, the church was still empty, so I cautiously reached out a hand to touch the face of Santa Teresinha.

I did not, however, complete that gesture, because two girls appeared from the back of the church, walked over to the coffin and joined me. They look rather bored, and the three of us stood there without speaking, until one of them said to the other:

“So when’s everyone supposed to be arriving for Grandma’s funeral? She can’t stay here in the church.”

I heard or rather half heard and suddenly understood, and, equally suddenly, turned pale inside, realizing that this wasn’t Santa Teresinha, but a dead woman. A dead woman, whom I had almost touched with my fingers. Almost. By a mere fraction of a second I had been stopped from doing so by the arrival of the dead woman’s granddaughters.

At the thought that I had come so close to touching death, my legs almost gave way beneath me, and I stumbled back to a pew, where I sat down, barely conscious, almost fainting. I could feel my heart pounding: in my wrist, in my head, in my knees, and in my chest too.

I knew that underneath my lipstick, my lips would be white too. And I myself could not understand what was so frightening about having almost touched death, when death is part of life. There is no life without death, and yet I had almost fainted when I touched what was also mine. I had to leave the church, but I could barely stand. Finally, making a huge effort, I got to my feet and, eyes averted, left.

How to explain what I saw outside? In my dizzy state, I became still dizzier when I saw the bright sun, a joyful bee alighting on a flower, the cars passing, the people all alive, alive—only that dead woman inside, and me almost dead from having breathed in the scent of those red flowers at the feet of death.

I stayed out in the street for a long time, inhaling the smell of being alive. A smell that is flesh and body mixed with gasoline, with sea breeze, with sweaty armpits: the smell of what has not yet died.

Then I hailed a cab and went home, weak and deathly pale, but as alive as a fresh new rosebud.

January 25, 1969

SEA BATHING

My father believed that every year we should all take a sea water cure. And I was never so happy as when we went sea bathing in Olinda, Recife.

My father also believed that the healthiest time to go sea bathing was before sunrise. Leaving the house while it was still dark and catching the empty tram that would carry us to Olinda felt to me like the most amazing of gifts.

I would go to sleep the night before, but my heart remained alert, expectant. And out of sheer excitement, I would wake up just after four in the morning and rouse the rest of the family too. We would pull on our clothes and leave before breakfast. Because my father believed that this was how it should be: no breakfast.

We went out into the dark street, feeling the predawn breeze. And we would wait for the tram. Until, far off in the distance, we would hear the sound of it approaching. I sat perched on the edge of my seat: my happiness was just beginning. Crossing the dark city gave me something I would never have again. Even while we were on the tram, the weather would begin to brighten, and a tremulous light from the still hidden sun would bathe us and the world.

I looked at everything: the few people in the street, the journey through the countryside with all the animals already up and awake: “Look, a real pig!” I shouted once, and that cry of astonishment became a family joke, and now and then one of them would turn to me and say, laughing: “Look, a real pig!”

We would pass beautiful horses standing waiting for the dawn.

I don’t know what other people’s childhoods were like. But that daily trip turned me into a child filled with joy. And it served me as a promise of future happiness. It revealed my capacity for being happy. In an otherwise very unhappy childhood, I clung to the enchanted island of that daily journey.

The day was already beginning even while we were on the tram. My heart beat faster as we approached Olinda. At last, we jumped off and walked to the beach huts across ground that was already a blend of sand and vegetation. We got changed in the huts. And never did a body bloom like mine when I emerged, knowing what awaited me.

The sea at Olinda is very dangerous. You could take just a few steps over the flat bottom, and then plunge down about six feet.

Other people also believed in sea bathing before the sun was up. There was a lifeguard who, for almost no payment, would lead the ladies into the sea: he would spread his arms wide, so that the ladies would have something to hang on to as they did battle with the powerful waves.

The smell of the sea filled me, intoxicated me. Seaweed bobbed on the surface. Oh, I know I can’t convey how, for me, those prebreakfast swims, with the sun still pale on the horizon, were just pure life. I’m almost too moved even to write about them. The sea at Olinda was briny and salty. And I did what I would always do in the future: I put my hands together and plunged into the waves, swallowing a little water as I did: I so wanted to be a part of the sea that I drank from it every day.

We didn’t stay long. The sun had already risen, and my father had to go to work early. We got dressed again, our clothes stiff with salt. My salty hair stuck to my head.

Then we would wait in the wind for the tram back to Recife. In the tram, the breeze would leave my hair crisp with salt. I would sometimes lick my arm thick with salt and iodine.

We would only have breakfast when we got home. And just the idea that the following day the sea would be there for me again, made me grow quite serious at the prospect of such venturesome adventures.

My father believed you shouldn’t take a shower immediately after sea bathing: the sea should remain on your skin for a few hours. I would reluctantly take a shower later on, leaving myself clean and sealess.

Who should I ask for a repeat of that happiness? How can I feel again the fresh innocence of the red sun rising?

Never again?

Never again.

Never.

February 1, 1969

POIGNANT PROTECTION

She couldn’t look at her father when he was happy. Because, in those moments, he, the strong, bitter one, was so innocent. And so defenseless. He forgot that he was mortal. And he obliged her, a child, to bear the heavy responsibility of knowing that our most innocent, most animal pleasures also die. In the moments when he forgot he was going to die, he made her into the Pietà, the mother of the man.

THE SWEET EARTH

I don’t know how many other people have made this discovery—I know I have. I also know that discovering the earth is a cliché that has long since become separated off from its original meaning. But everyone should, at some point, rediscover the feeling that underlies discovering the earth.

It happened to me in Italy, on a train journey. It doesn’t have to be in Italy. It could be in Jacarepaguá.fn2 But it happened to me in Italy. The train was chugging along, and, after a sleepless night in the company of a Swedish woman who spoke only Swedish, after a cup of very average coffee that smelled of train stations—there was the earth outside the window. The sweet Italian earth. It was March, the beginning of spring. Again, it didn’t necessarily have to be spring. It needed only to be—earth. Which is, besides, what we all have under our feet. It was so strange to feel oneself living on a living thing. The French, when they’re feeling jittery, say they’re on the qui vive. We’re always on that thing that lives.

And to the earth we will return. Ah, why didn’t they allow us to discover for ourselves that we will all return to the earth: they told us before we could make that discovery. However, by a great effort of re-creation, I did eventually discover for myself that to the earth we will return. It wasn’t a sad discovery, it was exciting. Just the thought of it made me feel I was surrounded by the silence of the earth. The silence that we foresee and seek out before time makes it real.

In some ways, everything is made of earth. A precious substance. Its abundance makes it no less strange—it really is very difficult to accept that everything is made of earth. Such unity. And why not the mind as well? My mind is woven out of the finest earth. Isn’t a flower made of earth too?

And given that everything is made of earth—what a great, inexhaustible future we have. An impersonal future that will outlast us. Just as race and nationality do.

What a gift the earth gave us by separating us into individuals—what a gift we give back by being just that: earth. We are immortal. And I feel moved and human.

NOT UNDERSTANDING

I don’t understand. This is so vast that it passes all understanding. Understanding is always limited. But not understanding can be without boundaries. I feel that I am much more complete when I don’t understand. Not understanding, to my way of thinking, is a gift. Not understanding, but not as a simpleton. The good thing is to be intelligent and not understand. It’s an odd blessing, like being insane without being crazy. It’s a gentle disinterest, a sweet silliness. Just that sometimes a worry creeps in: I want to understand a little. Not too much: but at least understand that I don’t understand.

February 8, 1969

Alceu Amoroso Lima (I)fn3

Dr. Alceu, I was so thrilled to speak to you on the phone that I was almost lost for words. And when I heard your frank, generous delight to hear my voice, I felt then that I was both giving and receiving—those two most human of acts. I don’t even know quite what to ask, since I have so much to learn from you. You are the perfect example of the fortunate man who suffers in the flesh the sorrows of this world. But let’s get down to facts. What, in general terms, was discussed at the Vatican’s Council for Justice and Peace?

“For the moment, it’s more to do with problems of internal organization than any external actions. Besides, the Commissio Studiosorum Justitia et Pax is just that: a council of scholars dealing with problems of Justice and Peace, rather than a body engaged in taking direct action. That is a matter for the various national commissions currently being set up here in Brazil—albeit only on paper so far—or else already up and running, as in France, the United States, Holland, Germany and Venezuela. The purpose of all these commissions, including the central one in Rome, is both to study the concrete problems of social pathology as regards justice and peace, and to disseminate in people’s minds, in law and in practice, the principles embodied in the major Social Encyclicals, especially the Populorum Progressio.”

What are your views on the contraceptive pill? I would just remind you that it is the poor who have the most children and who struggle most to support them.

“Only by comparing the Humanae Vitae with the Casti Connubii of 1930 can we gauge the giant step the Church took in its proper interpretation of the problem of fertility in marriage. This was considered the first and, indeed, principal objective of any marital union. Now, reciprocal love and fidelity are, as is only right, considered to be the main purpose behind the founding sacrament of the family. The principle of responsible parenthood is protected, as is the primacy of parental responsibility in bringing up children, as was expressly stated in the Populorum Progressivo and confirmed in the conclusions of the various National Episcopal Conferences held by bishops from France, America, Germany, Holland and, I believe, England. The synod to be held next October will probably explain some of the more ambiguous points in the Encyclical, bearing in mind the results of those episcopal meetings and of public opinion, with special emphasis on social problems such as the one you raise. Pius XII proclaimed painless birth to be perfectly legitimate from the moral point of view, something that had, for a long time, been considered contrary to natural and divine law, and responsible parenting and a rational approach to conjugal fertility are also elements of natural law. The law of God, of course, is that each species should multiply according to their respective natures: animals in an instinctive and quantitative way, human beings in a rational and qualitative way.”

February 15, 1969

ALCEU AMOROSO LIMA (II)

What, in your view, would be the immediate solution for Brazil as an underdeveloped country?

“Brazil is indeed an underdeveloped country—or, as people who dislike the term ‘underdeveloped’ would say, a developing country—and it is also underpopulated. The problem of birth control mainly affects the wealthier classes, who feel disadvantaged by the literal, restrictive interpretation of the Encyclical, because it is the middle and upper classes who practice it, not the working classes. Our problem is, above all, that of defending the birth rate from the economic and health perspective. Favoring instinctive fertility without creating the necessary economic and sanitary conditions to protect human life means perpetuating an intolerably unfair society. The protection of natality is a huge problem in Brazil, for we risk having some form of Malthusianism imposed upon us from abroad by those who want to make financial aid dependent on a Malthusian state politics, which we could not possibly accept.”

Some people say that going to a psychoanalyst is stupid, that it’s much cheaper to go to confession. It’s seems obvious to me that these are two completely different things. What do you think?

“I agree. There may be some points of contact between them, especially on the strictly psychological level, but their differences are far greater than their similarities. If we don’t place confession on a primarily spiritual plane, it loses all meaning and becomes merely a kind of cheap, inferior form of psychoanalysis. Personally, I don’t feel in the least drawn to psychoanalysis, and can even see its potential dangers and abuses. We should, though, put the problem in purely pragmatic terms. If, in certain cases, it proves successful then it should be used. What I reject is the tendency to generalize. Afrânio Peixoto and, indeed, Miguel Couto were both skeptics when it came to the abuse of certain remedies current at the time.fn4 However, Peixoto once said, rather tongue in cheek: ‘Why not just take them if they do actually work.’”

Orthodox priests, Protestant pastors and rabbis can all marry, without losing their faith in God and in man, and without ceasing to be an intermediary between God and human beings in their sufferings and their occasional joys. Why can the Catholic priest not marry?

“It’s a matter of custom, not doctrine. That’s why it was only introduced into the Catholic church in the third or fourth century and why it could be changed at any moment. I actually think that, in the future, there will be a distinction made between secular priests, who need not submit to the rule of celibacy, and monks, who, out of love for a more perfect life, will voluntarily submit to it. Nietzsche, however, believed that the great strength of the Catholic church lay in the celibate priesthood. Anyway, marriage in itself will never be a real obstacle to the priestly mission of mediation between God and mankind. Voluntary celibacy, especially virginity, will always be incomparable forms of moral elevation and spiritual purification.”

Have you ever felt a conflict between your own ideas and those of Catholic doctrine?

“I’ve only experienced true freedom—after a very difficult initial period—since I chose to submit myself to the Catholic faith. And I’m not just playing with words here. We must not confuse freedom with mere whims or moods. Or Catholic doctrine with individual interpretations we are free to disagree with. And, within the Church, we do have ample freedom to disagree. The Pope himself, as we know, is only infallible within strict limits and only in certain cases. Then again, his universal episcopal supremacy is a vital element in the freedom to disagree that we enjoy within the Catholic church.”

February 22, 1969

ALCEU AMOROSO LIMA (FINAL PART)

Was your faith in God an act of grace or a slow apprenticeship?

“A long search, crowned by an act of grace. And that, ultimately, is what counts. And what lasts.”

Do you believe that the practice of religion would be enough to meet the demands of the young?

“No. In the lives of individuals and in societies, you cannot separate the religious life, per se, from domestic, cultural, economic or political life. You can’t even have a healthy religious life in which all those lives, political and economic, cultural and domestic, are not organized rationally.”

If we are the products of divine creation, and controlled by God, where does man’s free will fit in?

“Mankind’s greatness lies precisely in our being the only animal with the ability to deny God, as well as the ability to freely acknowledge and to worship Him.”

What did you learn at the Vatican lay congress?

“I learned to have a better grasp of what I don’t know.”

What is the difference between a great Catholic leader and a saint? Should the leader, for example, make a vow of poverty and chastity, and abandon the pleasures of this world?

“Sainthood always lies in doing God’s will and, above all, in knowing what His will is. That’s why pride and avarice are major obstacles to sainthood in this world, far greater than any attempt to take vows of poverty and chastity, or to renounce worldly pleasures.”

Have you ever felt you were in a state of grace? I, in my own humble way, have felt it more than once. I would love to feel it again, but I have already been given so much that I can’t ask for more.

“Any brief moment of complete detachment from human things is, for me, a state of grace. I experience it as the presence of God, which, like Silence, is always ineffable and untranslatable. That’s why you can experience whole days filled with grace. And whole weeks empty of it. Never entirely empty, though. The important thing is always to keep the door open to the arrival of grace, which is always unexpected and brings spiritual inspiration to everything, just as the natural world is an inspiration for poets and for us in our moments of poetry.”

How do you view being a teacher? Is teaching more satisfying than writing?

“I’ve always really enjoyed teaching and I miss it. I’ve always thought of teaching as a form of poetic creation.”

Do you find today’s world perplexing?

“To be honest No, but it often makes me angry.”

What did you feel on hearing that man had reached the moon?fn5

“No more than I did as an adolescent, in 1909, when I was in Berlin and I read in the newspaper that Blériot had crossed the Channel in a plane! Il n’y a que le premier pas qui coûte …”fn6

Dr. Alceu, I once came to you because I wanted to learn how to live. I didn’t know then and I still don’t now. You said some very moving things, which I prefer not to reveal here, and you told me that I could come and see you again whenever I needed to. Well, I need to. I would also like you to clarify what my books want of me.

“You, Clarice, belong to the tragic category of writers who do not really write their own books. They are written by them. You are the main character of the author of your novels. And as you know that author is not of this world …”

What can the intellectual do in this underdeveloped regime?

“Either suffer in silence or keep protesting.”

What about dissension among Catholics?

“That’s further proof of the freedom we enjoy within the Church. The tension between conservatives and modernizers, or, as others put it, between reactionaries and progressives—and I place myself in the latter category—is proof of the vitality of Catholic life. The danger would be if one of those sides raised itself up into a mountain, trying to dominate the other and do away with the interaction in that shared House between those with contrary or different views, because that House is the Universe itself. If it wasn’t universal, the Church would cease to be catholic. If the freedom to disagree respectfully did not exist in the Church, there would be no union of men who are free and not totalitarian robots.”

What do you think of contemporary Brazilian literature?

“I think we are still living out the Modernist revolution of 1922. Although the centuries do follow one on another, without ever repeating themselves. It’s possible that the twentieth century will diverge from the nineteenth century, where there were two great moments of renewal: 1830–40 and 1880–90. In that first decade, we went from Classicism to Romanticism, and in the second came Realism and Symbolism. In the twentieth century, there was a literary revolution in the 1920s. Will the next one happen before 1980? That will be the audiovisual revolution, with the shift from written literature to oral and visual literature, just as in 1920 we had the Modernist revolution, moving from logical writing to magical writing. Since I won’t be around in 1980, you’ll be able to tell me if there was some basis for my prediction …”

Are you planning to publish anything in 1969?

“Nothing previously unpublished, no, but a few collections bringing together various scattered texts, like the second volume of Estudos literários (Literary studies), comprising all five series, which have been out of print for ages; a volume of miniature biographies, Vidas bem vividas (Well-lived lives); my weekly crônicas from 1967 to 1968, with the title Peripécias da liberdade (The vicissitudes of freedom); commentaries on Populorum Progressio, with that same title; a book on Violência ou não? (Violence: yes or no?), and Adeus à disponibilidade (1928) (A farewell to openness) and Outros adeuses (More farewells).”

What was the biggest compliment you have ever received in your long life?

“I was driving round a dangerous bend on the Rio-Petrópolis road. It was rainy and misty and there was a lot of traffic. I performed a particularly difficult maneuver, and I heard one of my sons, both of whom were only small then, say to my other son: ‘Wow, the old man’s hot stuff …’ But that was a long time ago …”

March 1, 1969

THE TANGLED PLOT

When he says he’s wasting time, the others understand what he means. But sometimes he simply feels that he’s wasting time—and then he doesn’t say anything, because the others won’t understand. For example, today has gone. What surprises him is that it’s as if today he hadn’t thought the thought that would only come to him today. What he would have thought or done today could not have been thought or done yesterday or tomorrow, because there’s a season for roses, another for melons, and you would only eat strawberries in strawberry season. He felt that every moment had its own unpostponable time. He put all his effort into trying to get that moment to correspond to that unmissable other moment.

Then, realizing that the expression wasting time did not explain what he meant, he chose another that, for a moment, corresponded to the truth: making the most of his youth. But it only corresponded to the truth for an instant. Then making the most of his youth began to fill up with its own meaning—and he started to make the most of his youth, in his own fashion, which wasn’t his. And he never could explain how his youth had gotten lost in such a tangle. Is youth women? I don’t know.

WHO IS THE AUTHOR?

I was going through some old papers, and I found one sheet on which were written a few lines in English in quotation marks, which means that I copied them down because I found them so beautiful. However, I failed to note down the name of the writer, which is unforgivable.

“And for a moment they faded into the sweet darkness, so deep that they were darker than the darkness—darker than the black trees—then so dark that when she tried to look up at him she could but look at the black waves of the universe over his shoulder and say, ‘Yes, I’ll go with you if you want—anywhere. I love you too.’”

[The author in question is F. Scott Fitzgerald, and the passage comes from “The End of Hate,” published in Collier’s Magazine on June 22, 1940.]

March 8, 1969

AUGUSTO RODRIGUES, WHO IS ALSO A POET

Almost every Sunday, I have a brief chat with Augusto Rodrigues.fn7 Last Sunday, he said: “I’ve written some poems. Lêdo Ivofn8 thought they were dreadful, but I’m going to show them to you.” I asked who else knew that he had been writing poems, and he said: “Only Lêdo Ivo and you.”

So, publishing these poems here is a real artistic scoop. I really liked them. Obviously, he’s a much greater draftsman and painter. And that’s why I think Lêdo Ivo was being too harsh. Besides, there’s something rather lovely about Augusto’s words. I asked if I could publish some of his poems in my column. He hesitated for a long time, then said: “Don’t take me too seriously, take me playfully.” I asked him for the titles of the poems. He thought and thought, then said: “They don’t have titles.” As well as poems, he’s written some of those microstories that Jorge Luis Borges likes so much. (Next Saturday, I’ll show you what that great Argentinian poet-prose writer likes.)fn9 But let’s go back to Augusto Rodrigues and begin with his prose which communicates an idea in just a few words:

“When it was time to say goodbye, one of them said: ‘Sweetheart, am I going or coming?’”

Another one: “They were so hungry that when the captain shouted ‘Fire!’, they gathered a few twigs together, lit a match and set off in search of something to cook.”

Another one: “‘How much is that cheese?’ ‘12.’ ‘And how much is half?’ ‘7’ ‘I’ll have the other one then.’”

One more: “He dug a hole in the ground and planted the seed of love in it, then he fell asleep and dreamed, and when he woke, his wide-awake eyes saw a tree and a flower pushing up through the earth.”

A poem:


He bowed his head

stared down at the ground

and felt the blade descending on his neck

and yet still he saw

a child playing

a hand stroking his hair

the river flowing over his feet

his father talking about what was right

bitter life

not enough food

a fall from a tram

the ground escaping beneath him

people talking

about what he didn’t quite know

nothing to do with him

but in his ears

burning

like a branding iron on the back of a cow

the accused has been found guilty



Another one:


Here I am, entangled

in the fine skein

of your hair

in the lasso

of your arms

in my mouth pressed to yours

in this embrace

in which two become one.

But if you release me

I will return

because I am free

entirely free

when you hold me, when you bind me

in the fine tangled skein

of your hair.



Another:


The ox waded into the sea

and from there, when it returned,

it was so big

it blotted out the horizon

and filled the whole beach.

Another ox gently waded

into a painting by Segallfn10 and never came out

asleep on the painted greenery

covered by a blue sky.

There is, though, another ox from childhood

that no one ever saw again

and which one morning

put two wings on its back

said goodbye and left.



March 29, 1969

A NEW BOOK WILL BE BORN

You will all know Walmir Ayala for the quality of his prose and his poetry.fn11 But you may not know a new friend of mine, Luís Otero, an entomologist, who has had exhibitions of his paintings in galleries in London and Paris. I saw his paintings and was entranced, lost in that world of insects. Otero playing Chopin on the piano is equally entrancing. I introduced him to Walmir and took him to see the paintings. The result of their conversation is that they are going to create a book we will all happily devour: a book of poetry about the intense, tragic life of insects, illustrated by Luís.

BIG QUESTIONS

Readers of my books appear to be concerned that, in writing for a newspaper, I may make what they call concessions. And many have said: “Just be yourself.”

One day, on hearing another “just be yourself,” I felt suddenly perplexed and helpless. I was, again suddenly, overwhelmed by terrifying questions: who am I? what am I? what will I be? who am I really? and am I really?

But these questions were all far too big for me.

A HAPPY MAN

One day, I took a cab and lit a cigarette. At the first red light, the driver said:

“Would you mind lending me your matches?”

I gave him the box, and when he silently handed it back, I said out of sheer habit:

“That’s OK.”

And he said:

“I hadn’t even said thank you. So why did you say: ‘That’s OK’?”

“Does it matter?”

“Forgive me, but it does. You should have waited for me to say ‘thank you very much’ and then said ‘that’s OK’.”

“Look, it really doesn’t matter,” I said, slightly surprised.

But it did matter. His tone, when he spoke, was that of a man defending rules that had been broken. It was as if he had entered dangerous territory. I looked at him properly then: and I saw how unfree he was and how he needed to feel imprisoned, and to feel that others were too. I tried to placate him, more by tone of voice than by words:

“Really, it’s not important …”

But he responded tartly:

“Well, next time, wait to be thanked.”

There was nothing more to be done, although by then I was feeling rather irritated too. We said nothing more for the rest of the journey. And if there is such a thing as a silent silence that was it.

THE IMPULSE

I am what’s called an impulsive person. How to describe it? Like this: I get an idea or a feeling, and instead of stopping to consider, I act on it almost immediately. The results have been variable: sometimes it turns out that I acted on an infallible intuition, sometimes I was completely wrong, which proves that it wasn’t intuition at all, just a childish whim.

The question is: should I continue to follow my impulses? And how far can I control them? There is a danger: if I think too much, then I don’t act. And it’s often clear that I should have acted. I find myself at an impasse. I want to improve, but I don’t know how. By giving in to an impulse, I have actually helped some people. And sometimes, being impulsive has done me real harm. Moreover: my impulses don’t always have the best of origins. Some are provoked, for example, by anger. That anger is sometimes truly despicable; at other times, as a friend said of me, it is a sacred anger. Sometimes, my kindness is actually weakness, sometimes it’s beneficial to someone else or to myself. Sometimes suppressing the impulse dulls and depresses me; sometimes suppressing it gives me a sense of inner strength.

What should I do? Should I continue sometimes to get it right and sometimes wrong, and resign myself to that? Or should I fight back and be more grown-up? I’m afraid, too, of becoming overly grown-up: I would lose one of the pleasures of what is a childish game, of what is often pure joy. I will think about it. And doubtless the result of my ponderings will arrive in the form of an impulse. I’m not mature enough yet. Or never will be.

April 5, 1969

BLACK DOE

Africa. The towns of Tallah, Kebbe and Sasstown, in Liberia, with the journalist Ana Kipper, Captain Crockett and Captain Bill Young. The missionaries have not yet set foot there. Some of the inhabitants had worked at the air base and spoke a little English as if it were another local dialect—in Monrovia alone there are 24 or 25 dialects. They stop in the middle of a conversation and take great care and pleasure in saying: Hello—they listen attentively to the sound the word makes, laugh, then move on. They love waving goodbye. Their skin is a firm, matte black which looks as if it would repel water, like a swan’s feathers, which never get wet. Some of the children have belly buttons the size of an orange. I am closely examined by a young black boy and, not knowing what to do, I wave goodbye, since they all love doing that. The boy is delighted, and diligently, as if he were making a delicate offering, he responds with some obscene gestures. The young black women paint their faces with ocher lines, and their lower lip the color of gangrene and verdigris. One of them, when I pat her baby, says: “Baby nice, baby cry money”—and her voice is so melodious it sounds like water filling a jug. Captain Young gives her a nickel. “Baby cry big big money,” she cries, overturning the jug with her laughing voice. They laugh a lot, even those who have melancholy faces. In that laugh there is not a trace of mockery or of the will to power: the laugh is a mixture of fascination, a desire to please, humility, curiosity and joy. One of the women looks at me intently, and I feel almost shy. Then out of nowhere comes a very long sentence, a sort of friendly harangue, in which I cannot hear a single r or s, just variations on the scale of l, a lot of blather really. I turn to my interpreter. He puts it in a nutshell: “She likes you.” The young woman then explodes into more blather which, this time, fills several jars with singing rain. The interpreter says: “your scarf.” I take it off and show the girl how to put it on. I notice then that I’m surrounded by skinny, black, half-naked girls, some of whom are very still and serious. No one is paying the slightest attention to what I’m teaching them, and I begin to feel awkward, surrounded by all these black does. In their opaque faces, the painted stripes are looking at me. The sweetness is contagious: I grow still and sweet too. One of them steps lightly forward, and as if partaking in a ritual—movement and gesture are everything to them—she very intently touches my hair, strokes it, feels it. They all watch. I don’t move, so as not to frighten them. When she has finished, there’s a moment of silence. And then, suddenly, there is so much laughter all mixed up with the letter l, and so much glad amazement, it’s as if the silence had shattered into a thousand pieces.

THE DANGEROUS ADVENTURE OF WRITING

“My intuitions become clearer with the effort of transposing them into words.” I wrote that once. But it’s wrong, because, intuition is stuck, no, glued fast to the act of writing. It’s dangerous because you never know what will come out—if you’re honest. It could be a warning of destruction, or self-destruction through words. Memories might come that you had never wanted to surface again. The climate could turn apocalyptic. You have to have a pure heart if intuition is to come. And when, dear God, can anyone say that their heart is pure? Because it’s hard to define purity: sometimes an illicit love contains all the purity of body and soul, not blessed by a priest, but blessed by the love itself. All of this can rise to the surface—and once that happens, there’s no going back. Intuition isn’t something to be toyed with, and neither is writing: the prey can leave the hunter mortally wounded.

April 12, 1969

LIGHTNING INTERVIEW WITH PABLO NERUDA

I arrived at the door of the apartment building where Rubem Braga lives, and where Pablo Neruda and his wife Matilda were staying—I arrived just at the moment their car had drawn up and their baggage was being unloaded. This prompted Rubem to say: “Ah, I see the poet has a lot of literary baggage.” To which the poet retorted: “My literary baggage would only weigh in at about four or five pounds.”

Neruda is extremely nice, especially when he’s wearing his beret (“I have very little hair, but a lot of berets,” he said). He takes professional matters seriously though: he said that if he gave me an interview that night, he would only be able to answer three questions, but that if I wanted to talk to him the following morning, he would answer more. And he asked to see the questions beforehand. All my self-confidence drained away, but I handed him the sheet on which I’d noted down my questions, expecting who knows what. But the “who knows what” turned out to be very reassuring. He said they were excellent questions and he would expect me the following day. I left feeling greatly relieved because I had been able to defer my shyness about asking questions. On the other hand, I am both shy and bold, which is how I’ve lived my life, and while this approach has brought me a few sorrows, it has also brought rewards. Fellow sufferers of bold shyness will understand what I mean.

Before I set down our conversation, here is a brief sketch of his literary baggage. He published Crepusculario (Book of Twilight) when he was nineteen. A year later, he published Veinte poemas de amor y una canción desesperada (Twenty Love Poems and a Song of Despair), which is still recorded, reprinted, read and loved today. He then wrote Residencia en la tierra (Residence on Earth), a collection of the poems published between 1925 and 1931, his surrealist phase. Tercera residencia (Third residence) collects together poems written up until 1945, including part of España en el corazón (Spain in Our Hearts), in which he mourns the death of Lorca, and the Civil War in general, a war that touched him profoundly and first alerted him to political and social problems. In 1950, he published Canto general, which is an attempt to bring together all the political, ethical and social woes of Latin America. In 1954 came Odas elementales (Elementary Odes), in which his style becomes simpler, more sober, and which includes, for example his “Ode to the Onion.” In 1956, he produced more elementary odes on elementary subjects he had not touched on before. In 1957, he published Tercer libro de las odas (Third Book of Odes) on the same theme. After 1958, he published Estravagario (Extravagaria), Navegaciones y regresos (Sea voyages and returns), Cien sonetos de amor (One Hundred Love Sonnets), Cantos ceremoniales (Ceremonial Songs), and Memorial de Isla Negra.

The following morning, I went to see him. He had, alas, already responded to my questions; I say “alas” because an answer to one question always or almost always provokes another question, sometimes the very one we wanted to ask. The answers were brief and to the point. So frustrating to receive a short answer to a long question.

I told him how shy I felt about asking for interviews, to which he replied: “Nonsense!”

I asked him which of his books he liked most and why. He answered:

“You know as well as I do that everything we do pleases us because we—you and I—were the ones who created it.”

“Do you consider yourself to be a Chilean poet or a Latin American poet?”

“A poet from Chile and a provincial from Latin America.”

“What is anxiety?” I asked.

“I’m happy,” he replied.

April 19, 1969

LIGHTNING INTERVIEW WITH PABLO NERUDA (FINAL PART)

“Does writing help with the anxiety of living?”

“Yes, of course. Working at your profession, if you love your profession, is heaven. If you don’t love it, it’s hell.”

“Who is God?”

“We are all God sometimes. But no one is all the time.”

“How would you describe the most complete human being?”

“Political, poetic. Physical.”

“What, in your opinion, makes a pretty woman?”

“One who is made up of many women.”

“Write your favorite poem here, well, your favorite poem as of this moment.”

“I’m writing it. Can you wait another ten years?”

“Where would you like to live if you didn’t live in Chile?”

“Call me foolish or patriotic, but some time ago I wrote a poem:

If I were to be born a thousand times

It’s there I want to be born.

If I were to die a thousand times

It’s there I want to die …”

“What is the greatest joy you’ve experienced as a writer?”

“Reading my poetry to people living in desolate places: in the desert to the miners of northern Chile, in the Magellan Straits to sheepshearers, in a barn stinking of dirty wool, sweat and solitude.”

“What precedes the act of creation, anxiety or a state of grace?”

“I’m not very familiar with either of those emotions, but that doesn’t mean I lack sensitivity.”

“Tell me something that will surprise me.”

“748.”

(And I really was surprised, I wasn’t expecting a harmonious set of numbers.)

“Do you keep up with contemporary Brazilian poetry? Who are your favorites?”

“I admire Drummond, Vinícius, and that great Claudelian Catholic poet, Jorge de Lima. I don’t know the very youngest generation, and have only got as far as Paulo Mendes Campos and Geir Campos. The poem I really love is “O Defunto” by Pedro Nava. I read it out loud to friends wherever I go.”

“What’s your view of politically engaged literature?”

“All literature is politically engaged.”

“Which of your own books is your favorite?”

“The next one.”

“Why do you think your readers think of you as ‘the volcano of Latin America?’”

“I didn’t know they did. Perhaps they don’t know much about volcanoes.”

“What is your most recent poem?”

“‘Fim do mundo’ (End of the world). It’s about the twentieth century.”

“How, for you, does the creative act take place?”

“With paper and ink. That’s my personal recipe anyway.”

“Is criticism constructive?”

“For other people, but not for the creator.”

“Have you have ever written a poem on demand? If so, write one now, even if it’s only short.”

“Lots. They’re always the best ones. This is a poem.”

“Did you choose the name Neruda by chance or were you inspired by the Czech poet Jan Neruda.”fn12

“So far, no one has ever succeeded in finding out.”

“What is the most important thing in the world?”

“Trying to make the world a dignified place for all human beings, not just for some.”

“What do you most wish for yourself as an individual?”

“That depends on the time of day.”

“What is love? Any kind of love.”

“The best definition would be: love is love.”

“Have you suffered a lot for love?”

“I’m quite happy to suffer more.”

“How long would you like to stay in Brazil?”

“A year, but that depends on my work.”

And that is how my interview with Neruda ended. I wish he could have talked more. I could have gone on almost indefinitely, even if I only received those very curt answers. But this was the first interview he was giving the day after his arrival, and I know how tiring interviews can be. And he spontaneously gave me a book, Cien sonetos de amor. And after my name in the dedication, he wrote: “From your friend Pablo.” And I do feel that, given the right circumstances, he could become my friend. On the back cover of the book it says: “A whole world described with a kind of chaste, pagan sensuality: love as man’s vocation and poetry as his task in life.”

There you have a full-length portrait of Pablo Neruda.

April 26, 1969

FREEDOM

I have just had a very difficult conversation. It may not seem very significant, but it is.

“Mom, get that hair off your face.”

“It’s just a little fringe.”

“But it makes you look ugly.”

“I have a perfect right to be ugly.”

“No, you don’t!”

“Yes, I do!”

“I say you don’t!”

And thus was created the perfect climate for a fight. The reason was not a frivolous one, it was very serious: a person, in this case my son, was trying to curtail my freedom. And I wouldn’t stand for it, not even coming from my son. I felt like growing a really long fringe, one that would cover my whole forehead. I felt like going to my room, locking the door, and being me, however ugly I might be. No, not “however ugly I might be”: I wanted to be ugly, because that represented my right to freedom. At the same time, I know that my son has his rights too: that of not having an ugly mother, for example. It was a clash between two people demanding—what exactly? Oh, God alone knows, so let’s leave it there.

IN GREECE

Very late one night, I phoned a friend and said:

“Go over to the window and see the full moon shining down on the Acropolis.”

She said in a sleepy voice:

“I’ve already seen it, and the Acropolis looks lovely, in all its glory.”

I said:

“Now turn over, and go back to sleep.”

I will finish here—in Greece and in the moonlight.

CHARLATANS

A friend of mine said that we all have an inner charlatan. I agreed. I can feel my personal charlatan watching me. The only reason he doesn’t get his way is, firstly, because he’s not really real, secondly, because I am quite nauseatingly honest. Something else is watching me, though, and that makes me smile: bad taste. Ah, how I would love to give in to bad taste. How? Oh, the possibilities are endless, absolutely endless. For example, coming out with precisely the wrong word at the most inappropriate moment—the moment when words of great beauty and truth should be spoken, and when your interlocutor is least expecting it and will feel quite crushed; a tense silence will follow. What else? The way you dress, of course. Not necessarily the obvious equivalent of feathers. I can’t describe it, but I know I could dress in the worst possible taste. And in writing? That’s such a temptation, because the dividing line between bad taste and the truth is almost invisible. Also because, even worse than bad taste in writing, there is a ghastly kind of good taste. Sometimes, for pure pleasure, simply as an experiment, I walk that tightrope.

In what way would I be a charlatan? Well, I’ve already been one, and a very sincere one too, convinced that I was right. For example, I have a degree in law, and in that I deceived myself and others. No, more myself than anyone else. And yet, my motives were utterly sincere: I was going to study law because I wanted to reform Brazil’s prison system.

Being a charlatan is a like a form of self-smuggling. What exactly do I mean by that? I don’t know now, I’ve lost the thread. Does the charlatan do harm to themselves? I don’t know, but I know that charlatanism can hurt a lot. It intervenes in moments of real gravity. It makes you feel like not being, precisely when you are being with all your might. Unfortunately, I can say no more on the matter.

Someone once said to me that a critic might say that Guimarães Rosa and I were both liars, that is, charlatans. That critic would understand nothing of what I’m saying here. It’s something else. What I’m talking about is something very deep, even though it may not seem like it, even though I myself am, rather glumly, just toying with the subject.

ENIGMA

She was wearing the striped uniform of a maid, but she spoke as if she were the mistress of the house. She saw me coming up the stairs laden with packages, having to stop now and then to sit on the steps—both the elevators had broken down. She lived on the fifth floor, and I lived on the seventh. She came up with me, holding some of my packages in one hand, and in the other the milk she had bought for herself. When we reached the fifth floor, she put the milk in her apartment, entering by the service entrance, then insisted on picking up my packages and going with me up to the seventh.

What mystery was this: she spoke like the mistress of the house, her face was that of the mistress of the house, and yet she was wearing a uniform. She knew about the fire in my apartment, imagined the pain I must have felt, and said: better to feel pain than to feel nothing at all.

“There are people,” she went on, “who never get depressed, and they don’t know what they’re missing.”

She explained to me that depression can teach you a lot.

And—I swear—she added this: “Life has to have a sting in the tail, otherwise you’re not really living.” And she used that expression “a sting in the tail,” which I really like.

May 3, 1969

SOCIAL COLUMN

It was a ladies’ lunch. Both the hostess and the guests seemed genuinely pleased that everything was going so well. As if there were always a risk of revealing that this reality of dumb waiters, flowers and elegance was all a bit above them—not for reasons of social class, but just that: above them. Perhaps above the fact that they were merely women and not ladies. While all of them had a right to be there, they nevertheless seemed to live in dread of the moment when someone would make a gaffe, a reality-revealing moment.

The lunch was exquisite, a million miles from any idea of hours spent laboring in the kitchen: before the guests arrived all the scaffolding had been removed.

Although there was one tiny detail which, for the good of the enterprise, namely, lunch, could not be ignored. The detail that one lady was obliged to ignore was the fact that, whenever the waiter served her neighbor at the table, he always very lightly brushed against her hair, which gave her the kind of fright that always presages disaster. There were two waiters. The one serving that lady remained invisible to her throughout the meal. And it’s unlikely that he ever saw her face. With no chance of them actually meeting, their only relationship was established through those occasional encounters with her hair. And he knew that. Through her hair he gradually began to feel that he was loathed and he, too, began to feel angry.

It’s likely that each of the guests felt a brief flicker of anger during that lavish lunch. Each must have felt, at least for a moment, the urgent, pressing anxiety of a coiffure about to collapse, thus propelling the lunch into disaster.

The hostess wielded her authority lightly, which rather suited her. Sometimes, though, she forgot she was being observed and adopted some slightly surprising expressions, for example, an air of weary irritation and disappointment. Or, as occurred at one point—what vague, anxious thought was going through her mind just then?—she looked blankly at the guest to her right, who was speaking to her, saying: “Isn’t the countryside there magnificent!” And the hostess, in a sweet, dreamy, yearning voice, said somewhat impatiently:

“Yes … yes, it is, isn’t it?”

The person who enjoyed herself most was Senhora X, the guest of honor, who was always inundated with invitations and for whom a lunch party was simply lunch. With delicate, tranquil gestures, she happily devoured the French food, plunging the spoon into her mouth, then studying it curiously, a remnant of childhood.

Among all the other guests, though, there was a feigned air of nonchalance. Perhaps if they had feigned less they would have appeared more nonchalant. No one would have dared though. Each was a little afraid of herself, as if fearing that she might make the most awful blunder if she dropped her guard just a little. No: they were all determined to make this a perfect lunch.

There was no chance to relax and be themselves, to allow an occasional moment of silence. That was quite impossible. As soon as a subject happened, quite naturally, to come up, it was pounced on by everyone and the discussion went on until it ran out of steam and faded into a mere ellipsis. Since they all approached the topic from the same angle—for they all knew about the same things—which meant there was no chance of a divergence of opinion, each topic again opened up the possibility of silence.

Senhora Z, a large, healthy woman, fifty years old and newly married, was wearing a corsage pinned to her bodice. She had the easy, excited laugh of someone who has married late. The others all seemed determined to find her ridiculous. And this somewhat relieved the tension. However, she was a little too obviously ridiculous, thus failing to offer us a key to her personality—if only she would give us a chance to find out what that key was. But she didn’t: she talked and talked.

The worst thing was that one of the guests only spoke French. This proved problematic for Senhora Y. Her only possible revenge came when the foreigner said one of those phrases that only needed to be parroted back, with just a slight change in intonation. “Il n’est pas mal,” said the foreigner. Then Senhora Y, confident that she would be saying the right thing, would repeat the words very loudly, in a voice full of the surprise and pleasure of someone who has actually had a thought and made a discovery: “Ah, il n’est pas mal, il n’est pas mal.” For, as another guest said in French, even though she wasn’t a foreigner and in response to something else entirely: “C’est le ton qui fait la chanson.”

As for Senhora K, all dressed in gray, she was always ready to hear and to respond. She felt comfortable in her dullness. She had learned that her best weapon was discretion and was positively profligate in her use of it. “No one’s going to get me to behave any differently,” said her smiling, maternal eyes. She had even found a way of signaling her discretion, as in that story about spies who wore special spy badges. Thus, she deliberately wore what you might call discreet clothes. Her jewelry was frankly discreet. Besides, discreet people form a kind of clan. They recognize each other at a glance and, by praising each other, praise themselves.

The conversation opened with talk of dogs. The final conversation over the liqueurs—perhaps because things do tend to come full circle—was also about dogs. Our sweet hostess had a dog called José. Something that no one in the discreet clan would do. Any dog of theirs would be called Rex, and even then, in a very discreet moment, they would say: “It was my son who named him that.” In the clan of the discreet, it’s considered normal to speak of children as if they were the adorable tyrants of the household. “My son thinks my dress is horrible.” “My daughter bought tickets for a concert, but I don’t think I’ll go, she can go with her father.” Generally speaking, any member of the discreet clan is invited because of her husband, a wealthy businessman, or her late father, doubtless a famous lawyer.

They leave the table. Those who carefully fold their napkins before getting up do so because that is what they were taught to do. Those who casually throw them down have a theory about casually throwing down napkins.

The coffee helps settle the copious, exquisite meal, but the liqueur mingles with the earlier wines, making the guests feel somehow breathlessly vague. Those who smoke, smoke; those who don’t smoke, don’t. They all smoke. The hostess beams and beams, wearily. Finally, they all say their goodbyes. With the rest of the afternoon ruined. Some go home with half an afternoon still to kill. Others take advantage of being all dressed up to make another visit. Possibly, who knows, to pay their respects. That’s the way of the world, we eat, we die.

Generally speaking, the Lunch was perfect. You must come to us next time. No, please don’t.

May 10, 1969

THE REVOLT

When they removed the stitches from my hand, from between my fingers, I screamed. I screamed in pain and anger, because pain seems an offense to our physical integrity. But I was no fool. I took advantage of the pain and screamed out my rage at past and present. Even, dear God, at the future.

May 17, 1969

SILKEN THREADS

I’ve hardly read anything by Henry James who, according to a friend of mine, is a marvelous writer. He, Henry James, is both clear and hermetic. By quoting him, will I be becoming hermetic for my readers? I apologize. I have to say certain things, and those things are not easy. Read and reread the quote below.

“What kind of experience is intended and where does it begin and end? Experience is never limited and it is never complete; it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spiderweb, of the finest silken threads, suspended in the chamber of consciousness and catching every airborne particle in its tissue. It is the very atmosphere of the mind; and when the mind is imaginative—much more when it happens to be that of a man of genius—it takes to itself the faintest hints of life, it converts the very pulses of the air into revelations.”

I am far from being a genius, but what revelations! All those pulses caught in the air. The fine threads suspended in the chamber of consciousness. And in our unconscious our very own enormous spider. And how wonderful life is with its sticky webs.

Tell me if I begin to become too much myself. I have a tendency to do that. But I can also be objective too. So much so that I can turn those subjective silken threads into objective words. What’s more, all words are objects, objective. Moreover, of one thing you can be sure, you don’t need to be intelligent: the spider isn’t, and words, well, words are inevitable. Do you see what I mean? There’s no need really. You just have to receive, just as I am simply giving. Receive me with silken threads.

NONACCEPTANCE

When she started to grow older, she began to want to stay home. It seems to me that she thought it wrong to go out for a walk when she was no longer young: the air so clean, her body grubby with fat and wrinkles. The light from the sea seeming to lay all bare. It wasn’t that other people thought it wrong of her to go for a walk, we all allow other people to grow old. It seemed wrong to her. Such regret, such sadness for her lost body, the look of distress in her eyes, ah—but her pupils were quite clear.

Another thing: before, you couldn’t tell from her face what she was thinking, there was only her face, an offering. Now, when she caught sight of herself in the mirror, she almost cried out in horror: that’s not what I was thinking! Even if it was impossible and pointless to say what her face was thinking, and equally impossible and pointless to say what she herself was thinking.

Surrounded by fresh things, a story still to be told, and the wind, the wind … Meanwhile her belly grew and her legs got fatter, and her hair had settled into a modest, natural style of its own making.

A SUDDEN FACILITY

Well-being. It’s very strange: the food is good, the heart is simple, I meet a boy out in the street playing ball, and I say to him: “I don’t want you getting in my way playing ball”; he says: “I’ll be careful.” I went to see a movie, I didn’t understand a thing, but I felt everything. Will I go and see it again? I don’t know, this time I might not be in a state of well-being, I don’t want to risk it, I might suddenly understand and not feel.

And then there was that friend of mine. She was feeling jealous. And I couldn’t stand it: her jealousy was making too many demands on me. So I told her straight: I said that she risked ruining a friendship that could last a lifetime. She regretfully agreed and, out of pure friendship, gave me up. Later, she told me that true friendship is knowing how to give a friend up. But I hadn’t given up on her. One day, I phoned her again. In between, we had been toying with the danger of a broken friendship. We met. And now it’s much, much better. We are simple people. She says I’m funny. I don’t mind: apparently I’m too spontaneous, and that’s what makes me funny. At home, my cook made some canjica.fn13 My friend loves canjica. She came to visit, enjoyed the canjica and came back.

And then there are the children. Well-being with one’s children. Openness, natural love. And there was another great friend of mine who went away for the weekend. I missed her, but with a sense of well-being: I was glad she would have the chance to rest.

And there was an old friend who I once asked for a job. He was in Brasília. When I phoned him, I spoke with someone who must have been his father. I told him my name. And he was really delighted when he heard my name. I, too, am beginning to accept my name on this wave of calm happiness, whereas I always used to find my name strange and would stammer when I said it. And I’m getting used to waking at dawn and heating up some coffee just for me. The coffee nearly always burns my mouth. And that’s fine.

And although I rarely make visits, I decided to make a surprise visit to a friend. Except that, first, I went to a bar and ordered a cocktail, even though I rarely drink, because when I do, it never agrees with me: I drink too quickly, it goes to my head and I feel sleepy. I met various people at my friend’s apartment. Her mother was very pretty. Can you tell how easily I’m writing this? I may not be making much sense, but I’m enjoying myself. Besides, who cares about sense? I am the sense.

And my youngest boy has started going to parties. He won’t tell me what happens at those parties. And that’s fine.

I’ve talked a lot about money, because I need it. But I still take a cab whenever I want. And I talk to the driver. The drivers like it. I met one who had nine children: I thought that was too many.

And I’m still rather pretty, even if I do say so myself: and all this immodesty comes from that same feeling of well-being.

May 24, 1969

ENDANGERED TOPICS

I feel there are so many things inside me to write about. Why don’t I, then? What stops me? The thinness of the topic perhaps, which would mean I would exhaust it in a word, in a sentence. Sometimes it’s the fear of touching on a particular word that would unleash thousands of other words, undesirable ones. And yet there’s still that impulse to write. Pure impulse—even without a topic to write about. As if I had the canvas, the brushes and the colors—but lacked the liberating cry or the silence you need if you are to say certain things. Sometimes my silence means that I seek out certain people who, without their knowing it, will give me the word I need. But who? Who is forcing me to write? Therein lies the mystery: no one, and yet some force is driving me on.

I’ve already tried to write about something that runs out of steam in a single line. For example, the experience of being disorganized, and the sudden brief fever of organization that seizes me as if I were an ancient ant. It’s as if my collective unconscious were that of an ant.

And I would also like to write—and this would take up two or three sentences—about how it feels when physical pain stops. About how the grateful body, still panting, sees to what extent the soul is also the body.

And it’s as if I were to write a book about the feeling I once had when, still weak after spending several days at home with a really bad flu, I went out in the street for the first time and found warm sun and people. And how I let out a cry that was half-childish, half-grown-up: ah, how lovely other people are. It was me emerging from my darkness into the brightness that I realized was also mine, it was me emerging from that unpeopled desert into that world of human beings moving legs and arms and with expressions on their faces.

It would also be inexhaustible to write about ways of drinking badly. I drink too quickly, and there are only two alternatives: I either practically fall asleep inside myself and become very slow and thoughtful with no clear thought surfacing in my brain, or else I get overexcited and come out with all kinds of utterly brilliant nonsense. But—but there is a tiny moment while I’m in that state when I simply know what life is, what I am, what other people are, what art should be, that abstract art however abstract is never abstract. That instant is worthless, however, because I forget all about it afterward—almost there and then. As if it were a pact with the Devil: seeing and forgetting, in order not to be struck down by knowledge.

And sometimes, absurd though it may seem, I find it perfectly acceptable to write like this: after all, no one’s yet invented anything once they’re dead. And I would add: it must be a natural pleasure, dying, because it’s a natural part of human, animal and vegetable life, even things die. And as if it’s somehow connected with that discovery, I am assailed by another obvious and alarming discovery: nobody has yet invented a different form of physical love that is both strange and blind. Each of us is naturally drawn to the reinvented copy, which is absolutely original when you truly love. And I return again to the subject of dying. And it occurs to me that we do not go to paradise when we die, dying is paradise.

The truth is that I simply lacked the necessary talent for my true vocation: drawing. Because I could aimlessly draw and paint a group of ants, either in motion or motionless—and feel entirely fulfilled by that task. Or I could draw lines and more lines, crisscrossing each other, and I would feel those lines to be real and concrete, while others would perhaps call them abstract.

I could also write a genuine treatise on eating, because I love to eat, even though I don’t eat that much. It would end up being a treatise on sensuality, not specifically sexual, but the sensuality of “entering into close contact” with what exists, because eating is one form of that—a form that, in a way, engages with our whole being.

I could also write about laughing at the absurdity of my condition. And, at the same time, show how honorable that is, though just using the word honorable makes me laugh again.

I could talk about fruit and fruits. But like someone painting with words. Besides, isn’t writing almost always painting with words?

Ah, I’m full to the brim with topics I will never tackle. And yet, they’re food and drink to me.

May 31, 1969

FEAR OF FREEDOM

If I linger too long over Paul Klee’s Landscape with Yellow Birds, there will be no turning back. Courage and cowardice are a game we play all the time. We’re frightened by the possibly fateful vision that might just be a glimpse of freedom. Our habit of peering through the prison bars, the comforting feeling of gripping those cold iron bars. Cowardice is killing us. There are those for whom prison is security, the bars somewhere to rest their hands. Then I realize that I know very few free men. I look again at that landscape and realize again that both cowardice and liberty are at stake. The entire bourgeoisie crumbles when you look at Landscape with Yellow Birds. My entirely possible courage terrifies me. I even start to think that among the mad there are those who are not mad. And that possibility, which really is a possibility, cannot be explained to the average conformist member of the bourgeoisie. And were someone to try and explain, they would get tangled up in words and could easily lose courage, lose their freedom. The Yellow Birds don’t even ask to be understood: that step would mean still more freedom: not to be afraid of not being understood. Looking at the extraordinary beauty of the yellow birds, I imagine what it would be like if I lost all fear. I so often bump up against the comfort of the bourgeois prison. And rather than learn how to be free, I have put up with everything—simply in order not to be free.

SKETCH OF A LEADER’S DREAM

The leader sleeps a troubled sleep. His wife shakes him awake from the nightmare. Still dazed, he gets up and drinks a little water, then goes to the bathroom where he sees himself in the mirror. What does he see? A middle-aged man. He smooths his hair back from his temples and returns to bed. He falls asleep, and that same agitated dream returns. “No, no!” he cries out in a hoarse voice.

The leader gets frightened when he sleeps. Are the people threatening the leader? No, because it was the people who elected him as their leader. Are the people threatening the leader? No, because they chose him in the midst of some almost bloody battles. Are the people threatening the leader? No, because the leader cares for them. Doesn’t he?

Yes, the people are threatening the people’s leader. The leader tosses and turns in his bed. At night, he feels afraid. Even if the nightmare has no basis in reality. At night, he sees a parade of blank faces, one after the other. Completely expressionless. That’s all the nightmare is, nothing more. But each night, as soon as he falls asleep, more blank faces join the others, like the black-and-white photograph of a silent multitude. Who is that silence for? For the leader. It’s a succession of identical faces as if it were the monotonous repetition of a single face. It resembles a ghastly photomontage in which the lack of expression on the faces fills him with fear. On that monstrous canvas, expressionless faces. Yet the leader wakes drenched in sweat because those thousands of empty eyes do not even blink. They chose him. And before they make their final approach, he cries out: All right, yes, I lied!

June 7, 1969

THE MOST DANGEROUS NIGHT

Honestly, believe me, I swear it’s true—the drawing room lay in darkness—but the music drew me into the center of the room—something in there was awake—the room grew still darker within the darkness—I was there in the gloom—I felt that, despite the darkness, the room was still light—I wrapped myself in fear—just as I once wrapped myself in you—what did I find?—nothing, only that the dark room was filling up with a brightness illuminating nothing—and that I stood trembling in the center of that difficult light—believe me, please, however hard it is to explain—I am something perfect and graceful—as if I had never before seen a flower—and with a sense of dread, it seemed to me that the flower was the soul of someone who had just died—and I was gazing at that bright, shifting center—and I was as moved by that flower as if there were a dangerous bee hovering over it—a bee frozen in terror—before the unbreathable beauty of the scintillating thing that was the flower—and then the flower froze in terror before the bee grown sweet on the other flowers it was visiting in the dark—no, I don’t understand it either, but believe me anyway—a fateful ritual was taking place—the room was full of a penetrating smile—a mere whitening of the darkness—no proof remained—I can give you no guarantees—I am my sole proof—and so I’m explaining to you what the others can’t understand, the thing that has led to me being here in the hospital—I don’t understand how anyone can be afraid of a rose—they experimented with violets, which were more delicate—but I was afraid—it smelled like a cemetery flower—and the flowers and the bees are calling to me now—I don’t know how I can resist—I so want to go—don’t mourn for me when I’m dead—I know what I’m going to do and right here in the hospital too—it won’t be suicide, my love, I love life too much, which is why I would never commit suicide, I am going but only so that I can become that shifting brightness, can know the taste of honey should I be chosen to become a bee.

THE WRONG KIND OF KINDNESS

Y with her enormously compassionate intelligence, devoting herself to not being human, in the sense that being human also means having faults and occasional temper tantrums. She devotes herself to understanding others by forgiving them. Her heart has no place for me because it requires me to be admirable. Everyone turns to her whenever they’re in difficulty and she, “consoler-in-chief,” understands, understands, understands. My great pride: I need to be met out in the street.

IF YOU MUST WRITE SOMETHING …

If you must write something, at least don’t squash the words that are there in between the lines.

LOVE FOR THE EARTH

Orange on the table. Blessed be the tree that brought you into the world.

June 14, 1969

A SOMEWHAT BENEVOLENT SELF-CRITIQUE

I have to be kind because, if I were too cutting, I might never write again. And I want to write, some day anyway. Although I feel that if I do go back to writing, it will be in a different way from my old style: different how? I don’t care.

My self-criticism of certain things I write, for example, isn’t bothered about whether they’re good or bad: but they need to reach the point where pain mingles with profound happiness and happiness becomes painful—therein lies life’s sting.

And I so often failed to describe the maximal encounter between a being and the self, the kind that makes us cry out in surprise: “Ah!” Sometimes that encounter with one’s self is achieved through the meeting of one being with another being.

No, I’m not ashamed to say out loud that what I want is that maximal encounter, which should be achieved and put into words with the mathematical perfection of music heard and transposed into the profound ecstasy we experience. No, not transposed, because it’s the same thing. There must, I’m sure of this, be a way in which I can do this.

Sometimes I feel that I could achieve it through my ever-evolving way of seeing. Once, though, I thought it could be achieved through mercy. Not the kind of mercy transformed into inner kindness. But the profound mercy transformed into action, even if that action meant words. And, just as “God writes straight with crooked lines,” great merciful love would flow through our errors.

SOLITUDE AND FALSE SOLITUDE

I haven’t read much Thomas Merton, but I copied the following words from an article of his:fn14 “When human society fulfills its true function the persons who form it grow more and more in their individual freedom and personal integrity. And the more each individual develops and discovers the secret resources of his own incommunicable personality, the more he can contribute to the life and the weal of the whole. Solitude is as necessary for society as silence is for language and air for the lungs and food for the body. A community that seeks to invade or destroy the spiritual solitude of the individuals who compose it is condemning itself to death by spiritual asphyxiation.”

And further on: “Solitude is so necessary both for society and for the individual that when society fails to provide sufficient solitude to develop the inner life of the persons who compose it, they rebel and seek false solitudes.

“A false solitude is a point of vantage from which an individual, who has been denied the right to become a person, takes revenge on society by turning his individuality into a destructive weapon. True solitude is found in humility, which is infinitely rich. False solitude is the refuge of pride, and it is infinitely poor. The poverty of false solitude comes from an illusion which pretends, by adorning itself in things it can never possess, to distinguish one individual self from the mass of other men. True solitude is selfless.

“Therefore it is rich in silence and charity and peace. It finds in itself seemingly inexhaustible resources of good to bestow on other people. False solitude is self-centered. And because it finds nothing in its own center, it seeks to draw all things into itself. But everything it touches becomes infected with its own nothingness, and falls apart. True solitude cleans the soul, lays it wide open to the four winds of generosity. False solitude locks the door against all men ….

“Both solitudes seek to distinguish the individual from the crowd. True solitude succeeds in this, false solitude fails. True solitude separates one man from the rest in order that he may freely develop the good that is his own, and then fulfill his true destiny by putting himself at the service of everyone else.”

June 28, 1969

LIFE IS SUPERNATURAL

After some thought, I arrived at the slightly frightening certainty that thoughts are as supernatural as a story that takes place after death. What I discovered was simply this: thinking is not natural. Then I thought a little more and discovered that I have no day-to-day routine. It’s more life-to-life. And life is supernatural.

WITHOUT OUR HUMAN MEANING

What were things and people like before we endowed them with the meaning of our human hopes and vision? It must have been dreadful. It rained, things got drenched all by themselves, were then scorched by the sun and crumbled into dust. I would find the world really frightening if I didn’t give it a human meaning. I’m afraid of the rain when I separate it from the city and from umbrellas and from the fields soaking up the water.

WAITING IMPATIENTLY

I find what I call death so attractive that I can only describe as courageous the way in which, out of solidarity with the others, I still cling to what I call life. It would be deeply amoral not to wait, as others do, for the appointed hour, it would too canny of me to get in ahead of time, and unforgivable to be more in the know than the others. That’s why, despite a feeling of intense curiosity, I wait.

MECHANISM

My human soul is the only thing that prevents me from colliding disastrously with my physical organization, the latter being such a perfect machine. My human soul is, moreover, also the only way I have of accepting the general soul of the world without succumbing to madness. The mechanism must not, even for a second, fail.

FRAGMENT

Now I know the great shock of being alive, with, as my only comfort, the comfortless fact of being alive. I should—I felt—make being alive my main motive and subject matter. With delicate curiosity, attentive to my hunger and my own needs, I then, delicately alive, began eating the pieces of bread.

LEARNING TO LIVE

If only I could one day write a kind of treatise on guilt. How to describe the unforgivable, the uncorrectable? I almost physically cringe when I feel it like a fist in my throat; and there it is, guilt. Guilt? Error, sin. Then there’s no possible hiding place. Where can you go, carrying that heavy cross, which you cannot even mention?

If you did mention it—no one would understand. Some would say—“yes, but everyone …” as a form of consolation. Others would simply deny there was any reason to feel guilty. Ah, if only I were one of those people who enter a church, accept their penance, and leave feeling freer. But I’m not the kind who can just free themselves like that. In me, guilt is something so vast and so deep-rooted that it’s better by far to learn to live with it, even though it renders the smallest tidbit tasteless: everything tastes of ashes, even from afar.

September 6, 1969

THE PERFECT ARTIST

I can’t quite remember if it’s in Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness where Bergson speaks of the ideal artist who would have not just one, but all his senses unshackled from utilitarianism. A painter’s sight is more or less free, a musician’s hearing too.

But the artist who was completely free from all conventional, utilitarian solutions would see the world, or, rather, would possess the world in a way no artist ever has. That is, completely and in all its real reality.

This could suggest a hypothesis. Suppose we could educate, or not educate, a child, taking as a basis the decision to keep all his senses alert and pure. Suppose we gave him no facts, but allowed him to acquire facts only through his own immediate experience. So that the child did not become habituated. Let us suppose, too, that, in order to keep the child’s feet firmly on the ground and give him a common denominator with other children, thus allowing him the necessary stability to live, we supplied him with a few utilitarian notions: utilitarian only because they are utilitarian, food to be eaten, drinks to be drunk. But otherwise leave him utterly free. Let us suppose, then, that this child became an artist and was an artist.

Problem number one: would he be an artist simply because he had been given such an education? One would think not, since art is not purity, it is purification, art is not liberty, it is liberation.

That child would be an artist from the moment he discovered that there is a utilitarian symbol in the pure thing we are given. He would, therefore, make art if he set off in precisely the opposite direction from artists who had not been given that impossible education: he would unify the things of this world not through their marvelous gratuitousness but through their marvelous usefulness. He would liberate himself. If he painted, it’s likely that he would arrive at the following explanatory formula for nature: he would paint a man eating the sky. We, the utilitarians, have managed to keep the sky beyond our grasp. Despite Chagall. It’s one of the few things we have not yet exploited. That child, become a grown man-artist, would have the same fundamental alchemical problems.

But if that unique man were not an artist—and didn’t feel the need to transform things in order to give them a still greater reality—and did not, then, feel the need for art, he would startle us when he spoke. He would say things with the purity of someone who immediately spotted that the king was naked. We would consult him like someone blind or deaf eager to see and hear. We would have a prophet, not of the future, but of the present. We would not have an artist. We would have an innocent. And art, I imagine, is not innocence itself, it is becoming innocent.

Perhaps that’s why exhibitions of children’s art are not really art exhibitions because they’re more beautiful than that. And that’s why if children paint like Picasso, it would perhaps be fairer to praise Picasso rather than the children. The child is innocent, Picasso became innocent.

HINDEMITH

A Hindemith quartet—how does he approach the theme he discovered? He keeps close to the wall, hides the melody he’s found, sidling past it, in that place where so many things happen. Sometimes he trickles down the wall, where the sun doesn’t strike. Its mature form would be a different kind of music—another composer would make music out of that mature, ripened quartet. He predates maturity.

The melody would be the fact. But what’s factual about a night spent entirely in a dead-end street, with no one to be seen, while we’re all sleeping? A story of tranquil darkness, of a root drowsy with its own strength, of an odor that has no scent. Hindemith’s violin does not talk about anything—it talks, unfolds. It isn’t grave, it is gravity itself. And there’s nothing abstract about it. It’s the figurative version of the inaudible. There’s almost no flesh on his quartet, the flesh which, however transparent and vulnerable, is there in Debussy for example. It’s a shame that the word nerve has such painful connotations, that “raw nerve” indicates suffering. Otherwise, this would be a quartet of nerves. Dark strings which, when plucked, do not talk about “other things,” do not “change the subject”—they are in and of themselves—they give themselves exactly as they are. This makes it difficult to play his music by ear, and it’s impossible to sing until you’ve studied it. And how do you study something that has no story? But you’ll remember something else that also happened in the margins. It will have shared in that first musical existence, and will, like a tranquil dream in a tranquil night, have trickled like resin down the trunk of a tree. Then you will say: I had no dreams at all. Will that be enough? Yes. And, above all, the lack of any error. The emotional tone of someone who could lie, but doesn’t. Enough? Yes, enough.

September 13, 1969

THE FEAR OF MAKING A MISTAKE

We once asked an intelligent Swiss gentleman why there was so little philosophical thought in Switzerland. In reply, he reminded us that his country is home to three nationalities and four languages. From which we could draw three or four conclusions. That this nation which, it must be said, functions almost perfectly, must constantly seek an equilibrium, bringing together ideas and reducing them to one idea which, without entirely destroying the others, will more or less satisfy everyone. So, any thinkers can expect only a very average result. Each individual’s ideas meet and come to a halt in contact with someone else’s ideas. Now philosophical thought is, above all, the kind of thinking that must go its own way. It cannot allow for compromise, or only a posteriori. No philosophical work could be constructed if one of its tacit principles was the need to only go so far and no further.

This is just one aspect of Swiss neutrality. This doesn’t apply only to external matters. It is a principle that underlies domestic peace, especially bearing in mind the mix of cultures. It is a principle not so much of peace, but of reconciliation. Being neutral is not the solution to a particular problem, being neutral has, over time, become an attitude and a plan.

This admirable country has found its own formula for organizing society and politics, one that has gradually become a formula for living too.

Out of this amalgam of inclinations and needs has come a culture, which has taken such deep root in individuals that, were this nation not made up of different cultures, you could easily fall into the trap of speaking of a cultural character.

One can, though, speak of cultural character—and one of the most obvious is that of prudence.

The impression one has of a Swiss man is of someone who lives a very secure life and who, more than that, really needs security. One could name various general causes, such as geographical location, the difficulty of producing enough food, etc.

This prudent attitude has ample opportunity to find expression in the real world. And sometimes it goes too far.

For example, at least in Berne, you will see half the audience get up and leave before any modern music is played. Or even, sometimes, when it’s simply a piece of music being played for the first time in Switzerland.

And yet the Swiss have a genuine and entirely unsnobbish love of music. Their reaction has its roots in the horror Swiss people here have of modern music or modern literature or modern painting: the word modern has an almost scandalous ring to it, as if it were something rather risqué. However, this response comes from the terrible fear the Swiss have of liking the wrong thing.

The literary supplements of Swiss newspapers will uncover previously unread letters from Alfred de Vigny—they will ponder the hidden thoughts of Madame de Staël—they will attack, with a certain smug ferocity, the long-dead Renan—they will take Victor Hugo’s side in his quarrels with friends—and if there’s ever a chance to celebrate a centenary, this will fill whole pages, and there are more centenaries in heaven and earth than are dreamt of by modern man.

This isn’t just a matter of taste and respect for tradition. It’s fear of taking a risk. A living writer is a constant danger. A writer might, tomorrow, render invalid the admiration one had previously felt for his or her work by making an unfortunate speech or producing a disappointing new book.

The Swiss have had to work hard for everything. Everything in this country bears the mark of noble effort, of patient conquest. And what they have achieved is no small thing—becoming a symbol of peace.

They will maintain this highly civilized state—where the expression civil society has real meaning and force—at all costs, taking every stern precaution, employing harsh mental discipline, and taking every measure not to make a mistake.

This does not prevent a lot of people, in silence, jumping off the Kirchenfeld bridge, something that the newspapers do not even report for fear of encouraging others. That is the price you pay for security and peace and the fear of making a mistake.

September 20, 1969

AS FAST AS I CAN TYPE

Goodness me, how vast the world has always been and how certain it is that one day I will die. And until then will I have only moments? No, give me more than moments. Not because moments are so brief, but because rare moments kill you out of love for their rarity. Do I love you, moments? Answer me, you, the life that is slowly killing me: do I love you, moments? Yes? Or no? I want others to understand what I never will. I want them to give me that: not an explanation, but simple understanding. Am I going to have to live my whole life waiting for Sunday to end? And what about the cleaning woman who lives in Raiz da Serra and wakes at four in the morning so as to start work early in Zona Sul,fn15 from where she returns later on to Raiz da Serra, just in time to wake up at four o’clock in the morning and start work in Zona Sul, where … I’m going to tell you my mortal secret: living is not an art. The people who say it is are lying. Ah, there are public holidays when everything becomes terribly dangerous. But my typewriter is getting ahead of my fingers. The typewriter is writing inside me. I have no secrets, except those mortal ones. Only those that are enough to make me a creature who has my eyes and who will one day die. What can I say about what has just this minute occurred to me? Because it occurs to me that everything has a price—and we pay a high price for the life we live until we die. Walking through fields with a ghost child is like holding hands with what we’ve lost, and the beautiful, limitless fields certainly don’t help: the hands clasp ours like claws that won’t let go. Would there be any point in killing that ghost child and being free? But what would become of the great fields where no one had the forethought to plant a single flower except that of a cruel little ghost? Cruel because it’s a child and a very demanding one. Ah, I’m too much of a realist: I walk only with my own ghosts.

THE UNKNOWN BOOK

I’m looking for a book to read. It’s a very special book. I imagine it as being a face with no features. I don’t know the title or the author. I sometimes think I might be looking for a book I myself would write. Who knows? But I have so many fantasies about this unknown and already deeply loved book. One of these fantasies is this: I would be reading and suddenly, when I came across a particular sentence, I would say—my eyes brimming with tears—in an ecstasy of pain and ultimate liberation: “Good God, I hadn’t realized that everything is possible!”

ERUDITION

He’s now the manager of a shoe shop. Not because he chose to be, it was all that was left to him. He often asked himself: where did I go wrong? He meant as regards his destiny. There’s no real reason to ask how someone became the manager of a shoe shop. But since he himself asks this question and handles shoes as if he were not of this world—that’s reason enough. Yes, why? For example, he had been top of his class in history and had even shown an interest in archaeology. But he seemed to lack historical and archaeological knowledge, all he had was erudition, rather than any deep understanding that it was in this very world and to these same people that those events had occurred, and that there had once been no inhabitants at all on the earth he trod and that the fish that he ate were the same fish that had once evolved into amphibians. And even today, when he helps people try on shoes he does so with erudition—as if their soles would not wear thin in contact with that same harsh earth.

September 27, 1969

THE HAUNTED ROOM

I’m going to tell you about the little room I most haunted with my imaginings. It was in a rented furnished apartment. But before I say anything else, I need to point out that reality, when calmly revealed, is the freshest, most real thing in the world. Even imaginary reality is entirely dreamless, and almost futureless too: every moment is now. And there’s no fear either. An extraordinary fact: in that reality calmly unveiled by the imagination, abundance is no longer behind us, like a memory, or yet to appear, like a hope for the future. It is tremulously here.

I’m going to try and describe as simply as possible something that is not at all simple. As I said, the small room was furnished. I don’t know if the way it was furnished was unconsciously intentional, always assuming any intention existed. It’s more likely that the first owner had created it with the lack of conscious finality that is sometimes helpful when passing something on. The fact is that in that small room—abundance was not in the past nor a nostalgic memory: it was there. There was nothing austere about it. On the contrary, it had a rather quirky elegance. But the room was haunted. Oh, not by a ghost. It was haunted by itself. In the room, the light was real light, the light of space, coming from above, untainted by shadows. And the objects were haunted by the light.

And there was such a complete lack of comfort. There wasn’t a single chair you felt you could sit in. Perhaps that’s why visitors, as if they kept being bitten, were always changing places, getting up, peering out of the high window, studying the roof as if looking for an escape route. And there were no guarantees either. No, there were no guarantees in that room. You either accepted being in some way illuminated by your own ghost or you didn’t. There was no prospect of any reward.

There was a mirror. However, since they had chosen an absurd place to hang it, opposite the window—not opposite what was beyond the window, but opposite the empty air framed by the window—the mirror reflected nothing, replicated nothing, imitated nothing: the mirror had become a rectangle of light hanging on a wall.

No, the room offered no guarantees. But if you fearlessly accepted being illuminated—if you sat for a moment alone on one of the uncomfortable chairs, you sat there all aglow.

We acquired such strange ways of seeing. We became as naughty as champagne. It wasn’t nice exactly: that small room burned a little. And we fizzed, not knowing how to respond to that glow except by bubbling. And laughing in a superficial, knowing way.

Even when there weren’t many visitors, the room felt crowded. But no one ever bumped into anyone else. The people, absorbed by the curious nature of the unusual objects furnishing the room, came and went easily enough, each person heading for a particular point, all of them curious and mischievous. Sometimes a silence would fall. Then you could hear water spurting from a faucet. It came from the kitchen sink, where the faucet had never been fixed. During that silence, no one grew bored: everyone seemed to be holding back a polite smile or a piece of news, while the room blossomed into light and still more light.

When I think about it, I don’t recall ever having seen a child in that room. Only older people, as if they were ripe and ready to fall from the tree and be squashed under all that light. No, I never saw a child there. I did see a fat man who couldn’t squeeze into those narrow chairs, and who, as punishment, became our great beetle in the light. I also saw a very thin divorcée with bulging blue eyes, who obviously had thyroid problems. When she came into the room with those eyes of hers, I momentarily misinterpreted what I saw: the room was that woman, that woman was the room. They blurred into each other like waters in the same waterfall. How would the lady with the bulging blue eyes, given that she was the room, how would she manage to close those eyes to sleep? And the room? Where would it put all its brightness in order to sleep? If we could, for a moment, unplug the room, what would happen? What vast darkness, composed of dead shadows, would descend?

But the room had nowhere to put its brightness. Because I forgot to mention that the room was utterly bare, despite all the objects, the furniture, the people. There was no hiding place in that room. You were completely exposed.

One thing in particular did happen to us, because abundance was no longer behind us nor did we expect more of it given that we were no longer adolescents: today became such a very ripe word that it might, at any moment, begin to rot. As soon as today left the room, it would crumble into nothing. The room was neither yesterday nor tomorrow. And when we said the word today it was as if we were unveiling a secret.

Battered by the excessive light of that thyroidal room, strange quarrels would break out among the people present. Silent, fleeting quarrels over nothing at all: summer lightning. Once, we couldn’t find a sheet of paper to wrap a present for the lady of the house. A worthless bit of wrapping paper, and yet there was a sharp exchange of words. Another time, we spotted a grape seed gleaming on the floor like a diamond. We laughed, each of us claiming the seed, on the pretext, playful at first, that we would have it set like a precious stone in a tie pin or a brooch. The words, though, quickly became sparks, and brief, harsh bursts of rage exploded in every corner. Finally, before the disapproving silence of the others, I claimed the seed because I had discovered it. When I left the room, of course, I threw the seed away. It was just a dirty, old seed. It only glittered in the light of the room because it retained a few remaining drops of moisture.

Ah, yes, it was a very jolly room. We always tried our hardest to get invited there. We would arrive, panting, like a dog that has run miles and arrived at last to die at its master’s feet. Breathless, our mouths parched from so much laughter. Eyes wide, curious, exhausted. But with no reason to complain. The room had never given any guarantees, never promised any rewards. It was simply life.

October 4, 1969

ADVENTURE

My intuitions become clearer when I transpose them into words. It’s in that sense, then, that writing is a necessity for me. On the one hand, because writing is a way of not falsifying feelings (the involuntary transfiguration by the imagination is merely a way of getting there); on the other hand, I write out of my inability to understand except through the process of writing. If I adopt a hermetic air, that’s not only because my main aim is not to falsify feelings, it’s also because I am incapable of transposing my feelings clearly without falsifying them—to falsify my thoughts would be to remove the one joy of writing. That’s why I so often adopt that involuntarily hermetic air, something I find really annoying in others. Once the thing is written, could I not coolly turn it into something clearer? Ah, but I’m very stubborn. On the other hand, I do respect a certain clarity peculiar to the natural mystery of things, one that no other clarity can replace. Also, I believe that things grow clearer over time of their own accord: just as the water in a glass becomes clear once any debris or whatever has settled. If the water never clears, so much the worse for me. I accept the risk. I’ve accepted a far greater risk, as does everyone else who’s alive. And if I accept the risk it’s not out of some arbitrary sense of freedom or a lack of awareness or arrogance: each day that I wake up, out of sheer habit, I accept that risk. I have always had a profound sense of adventure, and here the word “profound” means “intrinsic.” That sense of adventure is what lies behind my ability to approach life in a freer, more real way and, in a jumbled fashion, to write.

HUMILITY AND TECHNIQUE

That inability to reach, to understand, is what makes me—out of instinct for … for what?—seek a way of expressing myself that will carry me more quickly to understanding. That way, that style (!), has been called various things, but not what it actually and simply is: a humble search. I’ve never had any problems expressing myself, my problem is a far more serious one: that of conception. When I speak of humility, I don’t mean humility in the Christian sense (as an ideal to be achieved or not); I mean the humility that comes from a complete awareness of my own incapacity. I refer to humility as a technique. Holy Mother of God, even I am frightened by my lack of modesty; but it’s not that. Humility as a technique is this: only by approaching the thing with humility can we ensure that it does not escape us completely. I discovered this type of humility, which is actually a rather odd form of pride. Pride is not a sin, at least not a very grave one: pride is a childish fault like having too sweet a tooth. Except that pride has the enormous disadvantage of being a grave error, and given how errors delay life, makes one waste a lot of time.

HEROES

Even in Camus—there’s that love of heroism. Aren’t there many ways of being a hero? Even understanding is heroism. Cannot a man simply open a door and look out?

SPRING OPENING OUT

One thing I pride myself on is always being able to sense the changes in the seasons: something in the air tells me that a new thing is coming, and I get so excited, I don’t know why.

Last spring, a great friend of mine gave me a plant, a primula, so mysterious that its mystery contains the inexplicable explanation of a divine presence: the secret of the cosmos.

This plant, which appears to be nothing very special, possesses nature’s secret.

When spring is coming, the leaves die away to be replaced by several tight flower buds. The color of the petals is purple and white and, even when closed, they give off an intoxicating perfume that is at once feminine and masculine.

The secret of these closed flowers is that they open and give themselves to the world on the very first day of spring. How? How does this modest plant know that spring is about to begin? And the flowers open very suddenly. You can be sitting nearby and just happen to glance across at them, and there they are, beneath our astonished gaze, slowly opening, surrendering themselves to the new season. And then spring begins. “As the vine brought I forth pleasant savor, and my flowers are the fruit of honor and riches” (Ecclesiastes 24:17).

October 11, 1969

THE NONEXPLANATORY EXPLANATION

I don’t find it easy to remember how and why I wrote a story or a novel. Once they’ve detached themselves from me, they become strangers to me too. It’s not a matter of writing in a kind of trancelike state, rather, the concentration required by writing seems to remove all awareness of anything apart from the actual writing. There is something, though, that I can try and reconstruct, if it’s important and if it answers the question I was asked.

What I remember about the story “Happy Birthday,” for example, is the impression of a party no different from other birthday parties; that party took place on a very sultry summer’s day, and yet I don’t think I even included the idea of summer in the story. It was merely an impression, out of which came a few vague lines, jotted down simply out of a desire and a need to go deeper into my feelings. Years later, when I stumbled across those lines, the whole story came to me, with the speed of someone transcribing a scene they had witnessed themselves—and yet nothing of what I wrote actually happened at that or any other party. Years later, a friend asked me whose grandmother I was describing. I said she was someone else’s grandmother. Two days later, the true answer came to me spontaneously, and surprisingly: I realized that she was my grandmother, and yet, as a child, I had only known her in a photograph.

“Mystery in São Cristóvão” is also a mystery to me: I wrote it very calmly like someone unraveling a ball of wool. It was so easy. I think that the absence of any difficulty had to do with the way the story came about: its atmosphere perhaps needed me to feel like a detached nonparticipant. The lack of difficulty might have been a kind of inner technique, an approach, a sense of delicacy, or feigned distraction.

As for “Daydream and Drunkenness of a Young Lady,” I remember what fun I had writing that, a real pleasure. The entire time I was working on it, I was in an unusually good mood, and, even though no one noticed, I spoke in the Portuguese fashion, trying out the language, or so it seemed to me. Yes, I so enjoyed writing about that Portuguese woman.

I have no memory at all of writing “Family Ties.”

I remember two things about “Love”: one was the intensity with which I unexpectedly ended up with the character inside an entirely unintended Botanical Garden, and from which we, half-hypnotized and entangled in lianas, almost failed to emerge—so much so that I had to have my character summon the keeper to open the gates that had already been locked, otherwise we would still be there today. The second thing I remember is a friend reading the story out loud in order to comment on it, and when I heard it read by a familiar, human voice, I suddenly had the impression that the story was being born at that very moment, and born complete in every detail, the way a child is born. That was the best moment of all: the story was given to me then, and I received it, or else I gave it and it was received, or both at once, which comes to the same thing.

I remember nothing about “The Dinner.”

“A Chicken” was written in about half an hour. I’d been asked to write a newspaper column, and I was trying and not really trying, and I didn’t even send it in the end; then, one day, I noticed that it was a completely rounded story, and I saw with what love I had written it. I saw, too, that I had written a real story, and that it was filled with the delight I have always taken in animals.

“Beginnings of a Fortune” was largely written to see what would happen if I tried a technique so light that it barely touched the story. It was written cold, and I was guided purely by curiosity. More like an exercise, practicing, playing the scales.

“Preciousness” is slightly irritating, and I ended up disliking the girl, and then apologizing to her for disliking her, at which point I felt like not apologizing at all. I ended up untangling her life more as a way of relieving my conscience and out of a sense of responsibility, than out of love. There’s no point in writing like that, it interests you for all the wrong reasons—makes you impatient. I have the impression that, even if I could make it a good story, it still wouldn’t work.

“The Imitation of the Rose” needed various fathers and mothers to be born. There was the initial shock of hearing that someone had fallen ill, although I didn’t know why. That same day I was sent a big bouquet of roses, which I shared with a friend. There was that constant in all our lives, the rose as flower. And there were all the other unknowns, which are the culture medium for any story. “Imitation” gave me the chance to use a satisfyingly monotonous tone: I like repetition, and repetition occurring over and over in the same place eventually digs really deep, an irritating jingle takes on meaning.

“The Crime of the Mathematics Teacher” was originally called “The Crime” and was published somewhere or other. Years later, I realized that the story simply hadn’t really been written. So I wrote it properly. I have a lingering feeling, though, that it remains unwritten. I still don’t understand the mathematics teacher, although I know that he is precisely what I said he was.

“The Smallest Woman in the World” reminds me of a spring Sunday in Washington, a child falling asleep in my arms while I was out for a walk, the first warm May days—while the smallest woman in the world (something I read about in the newspaper) reduced everything down to what seems to me to be the birthplace of the world: Africa. I think this is another story that stems from my love of animals; animals, I feel, are one of the things that are still very close to God, matter that did not invent itself, a creature still warm from being born, and yet one that immediately scrambles to its feet, fully alive, and living every minute once and for all, never little by little, never holding back, never wasting away.

“The Buffalo” reminds me vaguely of a face, a woman’s face or the faces of several women or men; and one of thousands of visits I made to zoos. On one such visit, a tiger looked at me, I looked at him: he held my gaze, but I did not hold his, and I’ve never been back since. The story has nothing to do with that, it was written and put to one side. One day, I reread it and felt a shock of horror and uneasiness.

November 1, 1969

A LABORATORY OF CREATIVITY

Eight years ago, a young woman called Nélida Piñon, the very Brazilian descendant of Spanish ancestors, launched her literary career with an extremely difficult book: Guia-Mapa de Gabriel Arcanjo (The guidebook of Gabriel Arcanjo). The book made no concessions to the reader and was, to the majority of them, completely unintelligible. In 1963, she published, in the same vein, Madeira feita cruz (Wood shaped into a cross). And three years after that, a book of excellent short stories Tempo das frutas (Season of fruits), a far more successful work. Her novel O Fundador (The founders) won a special prize at the Concurso Nacional Walmap and will be published by Editora José Álvaro in the latter part of November. She is still writing: she has another book of stories in the pipeline and a play, all written in that very nélida piñon style.

She is also now in charge of the first creative writing laboratory in Brazil, at the Arts Faculty in Rio de Janeiro, a post that suits her perfectly: it could really only be run by someone with Nélida’s creative intelligence. I sent her some questions about the laboratory, to which Nélida responded in writing.

“Are you running a course about creative writing or about creativity in general?”

“Mainly about creative writing, but I don’t really make a distinction between that and creativity in general, since creation is everywhere.”

“Do you think the laboratory at the Arts Faculty could help guide future writers or is the course more general than that?”

“Passing on experience and knowledge is important, of course, but even more important is discussing how one can justify being a writer in a consumer society like ours, in which people find their nourishment in things, objects, and have learned to worship fridges and cars, tools foisted on them as ways of feeding their souls. We don’t believe that writing, as a profession more or less assimilated into society, will inevitably lead to the creation of an elite. On the contrary, we, like the poor wretches we are, would be better employed overturning rules incompatible with our beliefs and the whole of this adipose society. What the laboratory aspires to do is to break down barriers and tackle the dominant techniques in contemporary fiction without, however, in any way hampering the student’s own creative spirit. What we want more than anything is to communicate the truth—and listening to others only confirms this belief—that it is the writer’s job to reveal the labyrinth, the hidden details, to destroy false memories, reinforce doubts and protests, even if our voice is the very last to be recorded in this fragmented world.”

“What do you think is the best way of helping students to unleash their creativity?”

“Anything really, as long as it affirms the act of creation. Some writers, for example, need to be in a kind of orgasmic state in order to create, but that same delirium prevents them from analyzing the act itself, the fruit of their potent passion. Others opt for chaos as a way of imposing order, which is the equivalent of choosing order as a way of imposing chaos on the Earth. Still others take sedimentation as their model, cultivating distant geological periods, inhabiting remote eras, which means they can afford to be patient and dismissive of time because they believe in eternity. The only thing that speaks for the writer, though, are his or her own words, the desire not to be a slave and to create freely.”

“What is your own writing method? Do you have a plan in your head before you begin?”

“I believe in living with the word every day, even if you don’t do so in the physical sense. Without that regular contact, I find my ability to express myself becomes diminished, and it’s hard to find the right form. I create what I need to create over time, during my most difficult moments, out of personal experience, out of constant collisions with the Earth itself. If there’s a will to write, then the act of writing recurs over and over. I don’t understand amateurism. What I do understand is vocation as flagellation, difficulty, thorns in our flesh, a crown of thorns, the challenge not to compromise. I knew what the structure of my last novel, O Fundador, would be before I even started. I knew the technique, the language, the rhythm I should adopt. Although various imponderables—part of the many ways we have of mutilating our prose by correcting it, as if it were not our own flesh we were sacrificing—appeared in the book as if by transfusion.”

“Do you believe in inspiration or do you think writing is simply a matter of hard work?”

“Inspiration was what I relied on when I was an adolescent. Being an adult makes different demands. And since nature did not make me into God’s instrument, I have grown used to lumbering through the dark world of a text until I find a light.”

November 8, 1969

MAURA

Now and again I receive letters and phone calls about my columns in this newspaper. In fact, a young woman called Maura has just phoned me. She said that she reads me every Saturday and collects my columns. That I can’t imagine how much they mean to her. In the course of the conversation—Maura has a delicate, sensitive voice—she says: I read them as soon as they’ve been put into Braille.

For a moment, I was puzzled and perturbed: had I heard her correctly? I asked:

“Are you blind?”

Yes, she said, she’d been blind since birth. She’s twenty-six and her family lives in Minas Gerais. Since 1950, Maura has been living in Rio with family friends, and she studied at the Instituto Benjamin Constant. She’s currently at the university, getting a degree in the Portuguese language and in particular in literature: she uses a tape recorder, and her classmates help by reading out their lecture notes to her. She said that the person who turns my columns into Braille isn’t blind. His name is Constantino, and he has already put four of my books into Braille for her, and these she has had made into bound copies. I said:

“You’re a very brave girl, and I feel very humbled by you.”

“Brave? No, you just have to live your life, and, besides, everyone has their problems, and my biggest problem isn’t my blindness.”

Maura realized I was feeling embarrassed, and asked me to treat her as if she wasn’t “visually impaired.” Maura, I’m rarely as brave as you, and I still don’t know how to live my life. I want to thank you humbly, Maura, for your call, which happened, unbeknownst to you, at a time when I was in great need of courage. And my thanks to Constantino too.

I imagine Maura with her eyes open but unseeing. And with all her other senses more finely tuned because of that. I remember being at a reception, where, along with other people, I was introduced to Helen Keller, blind, deaf, her voice hoarse, and stumbling slightly over her words (because she had never heard anyone speak). Among us was a particularly beautiful young woman. In the middle of the conversation, Helen Keller felt the need to see someone, and that young woman was the nearest person. Then, with her two hands, Helen Keller ran her fingers very carefully and slowly over the young woman’s face. And she said: you’re very pretty.

November 15, 1969

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF SOLITUDE

Gabriel García Márquez, the writer everyone’s talking about, is the author of the bestseller One Hundred Years of Solitude. It’s one of those rare bestsellers that has real literary value. It’s the story of a family, and is full of love, violence and madness. García Márquez only deals with events. And his characters are so solitary, despite many of them living together, that García Márquez doesn’t describe their thoughts: he himself felt the insuperable solitude of “that whole breed of lunatics, poets, revolutionaries, bandits, and beautiful women, all caught up in a relentless flow of action replete with poetry, humor, and sublime verbal magic.” The poet Eliane Zagury has made a magnificent translation (there’s not a trace of foreignness in the Portuguese). She even corresponded with García Márquez while she was working on the translation. The book astonishes the reader at every turn: 366 pages of surprises. The excellent illustrations were made by Carybé for the publisher, Editora Sabiá.

AN ENCOUNTER WITH THE FUTURE

I’ve just read Automation and the Future of Mankind by the Brazilian writer Rose Marie Muraro. She describes the often catastrophic effects of technology on human life in this electronic age of ours. The progressive dehumanization of people is frightening. One reads the book with a growing sense of curiosity. I’m going to transcribe a passage in which Rose Marie Muraro lists some of the hundred major inventions described in Toward the Year 2000 by the futurologist and world authority on the subject Herman Kahn:

New sources of energy for fixed installations (thermoelectric, thermoionic, magnetohydrodynamic);

New sources of energy for transport (turbine cars, jet cars, electric cars, etc.)

Virtually free transport for people and goods almost anywhere in the world;

Extensive use of organ transplants;

The use of lasers in communications and as an extremely powerful lethal weapon;

Routine use of cyborgs (organs or parts of the human body being replaced by electronic machines);

New species of plants and animals;

Ways of controlling sleep, dreams, weight, old age, new cosmetics to combat aging;

Hibernation, first, for a short period, then for a longer one (years);

Exploration of the oceans with people living underwater;

Artificial lights to illuminate large areas at night;

Space travel becoming commonplace;

Transport over the ocean (Europe to the U.S.A. in half an hour);

Automated housework;

Highly developed techniques for controlling the mind;

Control of the weather and climates;

Direct communication by stimulating the brain;

Nuclear weapons cheap enough for any country to afford;

The ability to choose the sex of your child or change it before it is born;

A much better grasp of how to control hereditary traits;

Synthetic food and drink becoming generally accepted;

Instant, automatic universal credit;

Generalized use of robots, i.e., personal computers;

Cheap world communication systems via lasers, televisions, etc.;

New ways of achieving sexual pleasure, new mind-altering drugs;

Chemical and mechanical methods to improve our analytical abilities, directly and indirectly;

More rational and much cheaper techniques for building houses (geodesic domes, pressurized shells, etc.) and new construction materials;

Three-dimensional photography and television (first, black-and-white and then color).

According to Herman Kahn, these and many other inventions will all be widely used by 2000, that is, in thirty years’ time. Need I say more?

That is the future of our children. I envy them.

November 29, 1969

ON THE NATURE OF AN IMPULSE OR IN BETWEEN NUMBERS OR THE ELECTRONIC COMPUTER

I know that what I’m about to say is difficult, but what can I do, since the idea came to me so spontaneously and so precisely? Here it is:

It was just an impulse. Or, to be more precise, it was merely an impulse, and not an impulse. One couldn’t say that this impulse sustained the woman because that would imply a state and one couldn’t speak of a state when the impulse was continually moving her along. Of course, since she was in the habit of arriving, she made the impulse carry her to some place or some action. Which gave a slightly uncomfortable twinge of betrayal to the intransitive nature of the impulse. And yet you certainly couldn’t speak of the impulse being gratuitous simply because of that word intransitive. Given our habit of “buying and selling,” acts that offer a conclusive sigh, we end up thinking of anything inconclusive or unfinished as interrupted, left hanging like a loose thread. When the truth is that the impulse was always going. And that, again, could lead us to ponder the problem of distance: was it going near or far? And where was it going? When, in fact, we need to return to what we were saying earlier, about that slight twinge of discomfort that comes from confusing the actual application of the impulse with the impulse itself. No, I don’t mean that applying the impulse brings on discomfort. On the contrary, if not applied for some time, the impulse could become so uncomfortably intense that the only possible relief would be to find an application for it. Once the intensity has been relieved, what we might call the residue of that impulse isn’t a residue at all, but the impulse itself—it’s the impulse unburdened by tears (tears in the sense of accumulation, accumulation in the sense of a superimposed quantity), it’s the impulse minus the urgency (urgency in the sense of a change to the rhythm of passing time, and, in truth, a change to the rhythm means a change to time itself).

However, considering that we are a fact, that is, each of us is a fact—how can we deal with ourselves without, as necessary scaffolding, treating ourselves as a fact?—considering, as I was saying, that each of us is a fact, the tendency is to transform what is (what exists) into fact, to transform the impulse into its application. And to make the atonal tonal. To lend a finite to the infinite, in a series of finites (infinite not as an immeasurable quantity, but as an immanent quality). The great discomfort comes from the sense that, however long that series of finites might be, it will not exhaust the residual quality of the infinite (which, in reality, is not residual, but infinity itself). The fact that it is not exhausted would bring no discomfort were it not for the confusion between the verb to be—and its use. Being is temporary, even if it appears to be continuous: it’s continuous in the sense that, once it’s over, another being immediately follows. It would be more accurate to say: it follows mediately, not immediately: even between the number one and the number one, there is, as one can sense, a one. The one in between the two ones would only be called a residue if we wanted arbitrarily to describe the two number ones as being more important than the “in-between number one.” That “in-between number one” is atonal, an impulse.

As you can imagine, the woman thinking this was not, properly speaking, thinking. She was what you might call absorbed, absent. So much so that, after a moment when her absence (which was a profound thought, profound in the sense of not thinkable or sayable), after a moment when her absence wavered for an instant, she succumbed to the use of the thought-word (which transformed her into a fact), from the moment when she factualized herself for a second into thought—she became briefly trapped in herself, stumbled like a sleepwalker whose freedom collides with a chair, sighed, partly involuntarily in order to relieve what had become too intense, partly voluntarily in order to hasten her own metamorphosis into a fact.

The fact (the one that provoked the sigh) into which she was transformed was that of a woman with a broom in her hand. An infinitesimal feeling of disgust ran through her—not, as you might think, because of the fact of being a woman with a broom in her hand—but the infinitesimal, almost pleasant (because air in motion is a breeze) feeling of disgust at, in a general sense, having to apply herself. Applying herself was a form of channeling, and channeling involved a necessary limitation, and limitation a necessary lack of awareness of what lies between number one and number one.

As I said, a faintly pleasant feeling of disgust, which intensified into something that became more and more pleasant, until the application of herself in herself became extremely pleasant—and, like the atonal, she became what we call music, that is, audible. Naturally, there lingered—the way a taste lingers in the mouth—the atonal sensation of the atonal making contact with the atonal impulse.

This gave the woman’s eyes an expression which, to speak purely factually, was that of a cow. Things tend to take on the form of the fact that they are (the way in which what one is becomes a fact is swift, infinitesimal). Holding the broom in one hand, she used her other hand to smooth her hair. She finally swept up the pieces of broken glass—in fact, it was the unexpected breaking of that glass that had artificially created a finite, and made her slip toward the one that lies between the two number ones—she finally swept up the pieces in a very lively fashion. The man sitting in the room noticed her lively movements, but was incapable of understanding precisely what he had noticed but, since he really had noticed, he said tentatively, knowing that he wasn’t expressing the thoughts behind what he had noticed: now the floor’s clean.

December 6, 1969

ODIOUS ACTS OF CHARITY

Was it an afternoon of sensitivity or susceptibility? I was walking briskly down the street, deeply enmeshed in my own thoughts, as sometimes happens. Then my dress held me back: something had caught my skirt. I turned and saw that it was a small, dark hand. It belonged to a boy whose skin had a warm tone thanks to dirt and the blood in his veins. He was standing on the steps of a large patisserie. His eyes, more than his half-swallowed words, spoke of his patient suffering. Too patient. I vaguely understood what he wanted before I had actually grasped what it was. I looked at him, feeling slightly confused, still uncertain as to whether it had been the child’s hand that had scythed through my thoughts.

“Buy me a cake, Miss.”

I finally came to. What had I been thinking before meeting the boy? The fact is, his request seemed to fill a lacuna, to provide an answer to any question, the way a heavy downpour can quench the thirst of someone longing for just a few sips of water.

Without looking around, out of embarrassment perhaps, avoiding looking at the tables in the patisserie where some acquaintance might be enjoying an ice cream, I went straight up to the counter and said in a stern voice—why such sternness God alone knows: can I have a cake for this boy, please.

What was I afraid of? I didn’t look at the child, I wanted this whole humiliating scene to be over as quickly as possible. I asked him: what cake do you …

Before I could finish speaking, he said with a quick jab of his finger: that little one there, with chocolate on top. Momentarily confused, I soon recovered and brusquely asked the assistant to serve him.

“What else would you like?” I asked the dark-skinned lad.

He kept fidgeting with hands and mouth while waiting eagerly for the first cake, then he stopped moving, looked at me and said with unbearable politeness, smiling broadly: it’s all right, I don’t need another one. He was protecting me from my own generosity.

“Yes, you do,” I said, huffing and puffing, pushing him nearer the counter. He hesitated, then said: that yellow one. He held the cakes one in each hand, holding them above his head, perhaps afraid he might squash them. Even the cakes were above him. And without even looking at me, he did not so much leave as flee. The assistant had seen it all.

“At last, a charitable soul. That boy has been standing outside for more than an hour, asking everyone who passed, but no one took any notice.”

I left, blushing with shame. Was it shame? There was no way I could go back to my earlier thoughts. I was full of a feeling of love, gratitude, disgust and shame. But as they say, the sun seemed to shine more brightly. I’d had an opportunity to … And that only happened because of a skinny little boy … And that only happened because other people had failed to buy him a cake.

And what about the people eating ice cream? What I wanted to know with self-inflicted cruelty was the following: was I afraid the other customers had seen me or that they hadn’t seen me? The truth is that when I crossed the road, what would have been pity had already become smothered beneath other feelings. And now, alone again, my thoughts slowly returned to what they had been before, except now they were useless. Instead of taking a cab, I caught a bus. I sat down.

“Are those packages in your way?”

She was a woman with a child on her lap and, at her feet, various packages wrapped in newspaper. No, not at all, I said. “Da-da-da,” said the little girl, reaching out and grabbing my sleeve. “You’ve found a new friend,” said the woman, smiling. I smiled too.

“I’ve been on the go all morning,” said the woman. “First, I went to see some friends, but they weren’t home. One was out having lunch, and the other was off somewhere with her family.”

“And the little girl?”

“He’s a boy,” she said, “he’s wearing girl’s clothes, but he’s a boy. I’ve given him his lunch, but I haven’t eaten yet.”

“Is he your grandson?”

“No, he’s my son. I’ve got three more. He’s taken a real liking to you …. That’s right, play with the lady! You won’t believe this, but we live in a room about the width of a corridor and we pay a fortune in rent. We haven’t paid last month’s yet. And this month’s nearly due. The landlord wants us out. But God willing, I might still find the two thousand cruzeiros we need. And I’ve got the rest of the money. But, no, he’s not having it. He figures that if I just give him part of the rent, I’ll think: well, I’ve paid something, so no need to pay the rest.”

How practiced that old woman was in the ways of distrust. She knew everything, but had to behave as if she didn’t—logic worthy of a big banker. She reasoned in the way a distrustful landlord would reason, coolly and calmly.

Suddenly I went cold: I saw what she was getting at. She continued to talk. Then I took two thousand cruzeiros out of my purse and, horrified at myself, handed them to her. She didn’t hesitate for a second, she took the money, put it away in a purse hidden among what seemed to me innumerable skirts, in her haste almost knocking the little boy-girl off her lap.

“May the Good Lord reward you,” she said suddenly, as automatically as a beggar.

I stayed where I was, face bright red, arms folded. She stayed where she was too.

Except that we didn’t talk any more. She was more dignified than I’d imagined: once she’d got the money, she had nothing more to say to me. And I couldn’t now play with the little boy dressed as a girl. I would have been perfectly within my rights: after all, I’d paid for it.

An uneasy bond had grown between us now, between me and the woman, I mean.

“Leave the lady alone, Zezinho,” she said.

We avoided touching elbows. There was nothing more to say, and the journey was long. Feeling troubled, I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye: she was old and shabby, as we say of certain objects. And she knew I’d looked at her.

Then a flicker of rage surfaced between us. Only that little hybrid creature, still aglow with happiness, continued to fill the afternoon with his soft prattling: “Da-da-da.”

December 13, 1969

THEOSOPHY

This really wasn’t my day for theosophy. But then I got in a cab with a driver who, simply out kindness, I think, gave me a theosophical lesson. I couldn’t have been in a more materialistic mood. The driver—a gentleman with white hair and a pleasant, distinguished air—talked to me and I didn’t listen. I heard him mention brotherhood and reacted in a strange way: I didn’t feel like being anyone’s sister. I was alone. But then he said something that caught my attention because it’s an idea I share, even on a day of pure materialism. How can I explain? He said that our cycle in this world is over and that we are totally unprepared, that the year 2000 has already arrived. I pricked up my ears. The year 2000 has arrived for me too. I feel so advanced, even if I can’t put it into words, it’s as if I were already living in a new cycle, even if I can’t put that into words either. I even feel beyond writing. Am I a Martian? No. Spare me that. And the year 2000 has already arrived, but not because of Mars: because of the Earth itself, because of us and our greed for the time that’s eating us up. Only as regards hunger are we not yet in the year 2000. But there are different kinds of hunger: I’m talking about them all. And that hunger, not for food, is so great that we have gulped down I don’t know how many years and gone beyond the year 2000. The things I’ve learned from taxi drivers would be enough to fill a book. They know a lot: they really do get around. I may know a lot about Antonioni that they don’t know. Or maybe they do even when they don’t. There are various ways of knowing by not-knowing. I know: it happens to me too.

FREEDOM

One of my friends and I have reached such a state of honesty and freedom that sometimes when I phone her, she says: I don’t really feel like talking. And I say, fine, talk to you later, and go off and do something else.

A QUESTION

Is wasting your life using it or not? What exactly do I mean?

OUR BARBARISM

When I think how gleefully we tuck into chicken cooked in its own blood, I realize how barbarous we are.fn16 I would be incapable of killing a chicken and love seeing the way they bob their ugly necks back and forth as they peck around for bugs. Does that mean we shouldn’t eat them, and certainly not their blood? No. We must never forget that we are cannibals. We should respect our violent nature. And, who knows, if we didn’t eat chicken cooked in its own blood, we might eat people and their blood instead. Lacking the courage to kill a chicken and yet happily eating it once it’s dead is something that bewilders and shocks me, but I accept it. Life is barbaric: we are born in blood and blood is spilled when the umbilical cord is cut. And how many people die a bloody death. We must see blood as part of life. It’s barbarous, yes. But it’s also love.

THE IMMORTAL MAN

What’s to be done with me if, in the very same column, I tell you about yet another taxi driver? I’ll end up marrying one, just to avoid having to hear so many of their stories. This one began:

“I’m going to sell up and go and live in America.”

Silence on my part.

“Because there’s too much bureaucracy here.”

Silence on my part.

“No, that’s not true, it’s really because I want to be frozen.”

“What?!”

“When people die in America, they’re frozen and then unfrozen later on. And I’m afraid of dying. Aren’t you?”

“No,” I said, because it was him I was feeling afraid of. “And what happens when they unfreeze you?”

“Then I’ll live again.”

“But you’ll die again too.”

“Then they can refreeze me.”

“So, you’re never going to die?”

“No.”

December 20, 1969

IN QUOTATION MARKS

When I go rummaging around in old papers, this involves, externally, a little dust and, internally, a degree of annoyance with myself: because, never able to convince myself about how appalling my memory is, I copy out sentences or passages from somewhere or other and then, after a time—having failed to note down the author’s name, confident that I wouldn’t forget—I no longer know who wrote them. For example:

“We see that here on Earth opposites merge, that a positive value is bought at the price of a negative value. And perhaps the profoundest of metaphysical experiences—the kind that occurs when the being becomes conscious of the absolute, sending a sacred shudder through him and allowing him a glimpse of happiness, the happiness that gives him access to the supernatural—perhaps that experience can only be possible when the soul is so dislocated that it can no longer raise itself up from its own ruins.”

“Something that seems incoherent when analyzed coldly can sometimes be full of meaning for the heart, which is able to understand it.”

“We wouldn’t be able to acquire an intuitive knowledge of another universe without sacrificing part of the understanding we need in the present world.”

A MOMENT OF DISCOURAGEMENT

Something must have gone wrong somewhere: when I write, however hard I try to express myself, I have the feeling that I have never really expressed myself. I find this so distressing that it seems to me that I now concentrate more on trying to express myself than on the actual thing expressed. Nevertheless, I will attempt the following: a kind of silence. Even while continuing to write, I will use silence. And if something that you might call expression appears, then let it emanate from who I am. No more: “I express myself, therefore I am.” It will be: “I am, therefore I am.”

THE RESOURCES OF A PRIMITIVE BEING

I once read that hysterical gestures are intended to achieve liberation through those same gestures. Not knowing which gesture will liberate it makes the animal hysterical, leading it to resort to wild, uncontrolled movements. And during that conscious loss of control, a certain movement eventually becomes the one that liberates.

This made me think of the liberating advantages of a life that is purely primitive, purely emotional. The primitive person resorts, hysterically if you like, to so many contradictory feelings that the liberating feeling does finally surface, despite that person’s ignorance.

FORM AND CONTENT

People talk about the conflict between form and content in writing; they even say that the content is good, but the form is not, and so on. For heaven’s sake, the problem is that content doesn’t exist on one side and form on the other. That would be easy: it would be like using a form to describe what already existed quite independently, namely, content. But the battle between form and content is there in the thinking process: the content is struggling to become form. To be honest, you can’t imagine content without form. Only intuition can arrive at the truth with no need for either content or form. Intuition is a kind of deep, unconscious reflection that dispenses with form while form itself, before it finally emerges, is taking shape. If you must divide thinking or writing into two phases, it seems to me that form appears once the content is ready. The difficulty with form lies in the way that content is constituted, in the actual thinking or writing—none of which could exist without their appropriate and sometimes unique form.
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February 14, 1970

SILENT COMMUNICATION

What saves us from loneliness is the loneliness of each and every other person. Sometimes, when two people are together, even if they talk, what they are silently communicating to each other is the feeling of loneliness.

MEMORY OF A FOUNTAIN, OF A CITY

In Switzerland, in Berne, I lived in Gerechtigkeitgasse or Justice Street. Opposite my house stood a colorful statue holding a pair of scales. At his feet were the heads of defeated kings, possibly asking to be pardoned. In winter, the icy water in the small basin surrounding the statue was sometimes covered with a thin, fragile layer of ice. In the spring, red geraniums. Their heads would bend over the water, and, like a twin image, their red shadows would gaze back at them. Which of the two images was the real geranium? The same distance, the right perspective, the silence of perfection. And the street was still medieval: I lived in the old part of the city. What saved me from the monotony of Berne was living in the Middle Ages, waiting for the snow to stop falling and for the red geraniums once again to be reflected in the water, having my son born there, writing The Besieged City, one of my least popular books and one that people came to like only when they reread it; I am immensely grateful to that book: the effort of writing it kept me occupied, saved me from the terrifying silence of Berne’s streets, and when I finished the final chapter, I went to the hospital to give birth to my son. Berne is a free city, so why then did I feel so imprisoned, so cut off? I used to go to the cinema every afternoon, regardless of what was being shown. And I remember that, sometimes, when I came out, it would already have started to snow. At that twilight hour, alone in the medieval city, beneath the still soft flakes of snow—at that hour, I felt worse than a beggar woman because I didn’t even know what to ask for.

FICTION OR NOT

I am about to enter an area into which I rarely dare to venture, because it belongs to the world of literary criticism. It’s just that I’m slightly surprised at the current debate about whether a novel is or isn’t a novel. And yet the same people who don’t think it’s a novel speak about its characters, discuss their motives, analyze the decisions they make as being feasible or not, embrace or reject the characters’ feelings and thoughts. What is fiction? It is, I suppose, the creation of beings and events that did not actually exist, but who could exist were they alive. But the idea that a book should conform to a certain type of novel—well, frankly, je m’en fiche.fn1 I know that my novel would fit the classic concept of a novel much more neatly if I made it more attractive, describing some of the things that frame a life, a romance, a character, etc. But a frame is precisely what I do not want. Making a book more attractive is a perfectly legitimate device; however, I prefer to write with a minimum of devices. As a reader, I prefer the attractive type of book, because it’s less tiring, less demanding, requires little real engagement. But as a writer, I want to dispense with everything I can possibly dispense with: that is what makes the experience worthwhile.

Why is a novel not a fiction? Simply because it doesn’t recount a series of events that form a plot? Why is it not a fiction? It’s neither autobiographical nor biographical, and all the thoughts and feelings are linked to characters who, in the book in question, think and feel. And if I use this or that material as part of the fiction, that’s up to me. I agree that people say of this book what they sometimes say of certain people: “What a life! Well, you could hardly call it a life, really.”

In novels where the inner trajectory of the character is barely touched on, the novel is described as sociological or an adventure story or whatever. So for a different kind of novel, they should simply find another epithet, calling it “a novel of …” In short, it’s purely a matter of classification.

One thing is clear: The Passion According to G. H. is a novel.

February 21, 1970

AN IRONIC DEATH

Is this an epitaph for a dead, ironic friend? Behind his spectacles, kindness. Inside his chest, his already ailing heart. His final act of sarcastic egotism, that his death would pose a problem for the living. Where is he, if he did not believe in life after death? As if believing were a directive. His absence is an almost awkward presence. And he would find that paradoxical statement ironical. “Ah, so we’re rhyming now, are we?” he would say. Yes, because rhymes also help one to hold back the tears. Where are his thoughts now? Troubling other people’s minds. It would, alas, be utter foolishness to say: I’d give my right arm for your life. This time with no rhyme, so that I can at last weep for him, that man who would not let me cry.

DISCOVERY

A dog should smell like a dog. This was the brilliant thought that occurred to the man in the middle of a day on which, several days earlier, he’d found himself adrift in a warm mist of feelings. That idea about dogs came as a sudden illumination and, equally suddenly, the mist lifted. He felt really happy—perhaps he had just crossed all the ts and dotted all the is. He felt happy and began looking at everything as if he had finally woken after a long illness. A dog should smell like a dog. Thanks to this idea, the man accepted himself totally for what he was, as if allowing that a man should smell like a man, and that the life of a man is a life laid bare. As he walked down the street to work, he passed a woman, who knew nothing of all this and who was simply carrying her shopping bag. He smiled because she didn’t know that he knew that just as a dog is a dog, that woman was that woman. The man felt moved by the fact that he had just washed clean the entire world, from which drops of that clear water were still dripping. He was going to work at the bank. And the bank, dear God, is a horrible place. But washed clean by that clear water, a bank is a bank.

A LATE RESPONSE

Dear Senhor X,

I came across a review you wrote of my book, The Besieged City, although because the cutting is undated, I’ve no idea when you wrote it. Your review is well-written and incisive. You said so many true and apposite things that really resonated with me—and for a long time, it didn’t occur to me to add, even to myself, other equally important truths. It may or may not be your fault that you were unaware of those truths. I realize that the ordinary reader can only know what is available and evident. What surprises me—and what I say will doubtless come back to haunt me—is that a reviewer should miss the book’s main intentions. Does this mean that I failed to make them clear? Or were the critic’s eyes clouded by other intentions not mine? People often speak, or rather, used to speak, about my “words,” my “turns of phrase.” As if they were merely verbal. And yet none, absolutely none of the words in the book were—a game. Each was essentially an attempt to say something. I continue to think of my words as being naked. As for the book’s “intention,” I couldn’t believe that, in the eyes of a critic, the “intention” appeared to have got lost in the narrative. I still feel that “intention” on every page, a possibly and intentionally fragile thread, but nonetheless permanent and running right through the book from beginning to end. I believe that all of Lucrécia Neves’s problems are conditioned by that thread. What I was trying to say through Lucrécia—a character who lacks the weapons of intelligence, but who aspires, nonetheless, to the spiritual integrity of a horse, which does not “share” what it sees, has no “vocabular” or mental vision of things, which does not feel the need to complete an impression by expressing it in words—a horse in which, miraculously, the impression is everything—is real—for in him impression is already expression. I thought I had conveyed this so successfully that the real story of Lucrécia Neves was independent from her personal story. The struggle to achieve reality—that is the principal aim of that creature trying, in every way, to grasp what exists through an all-embracing vision of things. I also tried to show how that vision—how that way of saying, that point of view—changes and constructs reality. A house is not built only of stones and concrete and so on. It is also constructed out of a way of looking. A way of looking imposes itself on reality. When I say that Lucrécia Neves builds the city of São Geraldo, and gives it a tradition, that is, in a way, clear to me. When I say that, at the time the city is being born, every glance brought into being new extensions, new realities—that is also very clear to me. Tradition, a cultural past—what are they but a way of seeing communicated to us over the years?

I thought that the role I had given Lucrécia Neves was that of just “one of the people” who built the city, leaving just the bare minimum of individuality necessary for a being to be itself. As you say, Lucrécia Neves’s own problems seem to me merely the basis for that collective construction to take place. This seems very clear to me. One of the mind’s most intense aspirations is to master external reality. Lucrécia fails—but she “grasps” that reality, and makes her life the broader life of the world.

I really don’t see how all these intimate currents—and others too—were submerged beneath what you call “my magical way with words.” People have talked about that ever since my very first book. Rest assured, though, that what I wanted—and thank God, achieved—was what I could express through the words, rather than the words themselves.

Describing as “verbalism” the painful desire to make the words fit the feeling as closely as possible—that is what shocks me. It reveals to me the distance that can exist between what is given and what is received … But I do know that what I gave was received. When San Tiago Dantas read the book for the first time, he was astonished: he told me I had failed, “fallen.” Then, one night when he couldn’t sleep, he decided to reread the novel. And he told me, in some amazement: this is your best book yet. It wasn’t, but what mattered was his deep understanding of Lucrécia Neves and the horses of São Geraldo. No, you didn’t “bury” the book: you also “built” it—and if you’ll forgive the analogy, like one of the horses in São Geraldo.

February 28, 1970

AN UNLIKELY FUTURE

One day, I’ll go. One day, I’ll go alone, this time without my soul. As for my mind, I’ll leave that with my family and my friends with advice on how to take care of it. That should be easy enough, it doesn’t ask for much, sometimes all it needs as sustenance are some newspapers. And if the others happen to be going to the cinema, they can just take it along with them. I’ll leave my soul behind, some animal can give it shelter: it will be like being on vacation in another landscape, looking through the so-called window of my soul, through the window of the eyes of a cat or a dog. Or a tiger, that would be my preference. My body, well, I’ll have to take that with me. But first I’ll tell it: come with me, as my only luggage, and follow me like a dog. And I’ll go on ahead alone, blind at last to the errors of the world, until I perhaps collide in midair with a fireball and explode. I’m not looking for violence, but some as yet unclassified force, one that, nevertheless, will not cease to exist in the minimal locomotive silence. In that moment, my blood will have long since disappeared. I don’t know quite how to explain that, without a soul, without a mind, and with my body dead, I will still be me, horribly alert. But two plus two makes four and that is the opposite of a solution, it’s a dead-end street, pure problem all tangled up with itself. To go back to “two plus two makes four” would mean going back, pretending to have missed everyone, finding my mind living with my friends and saying: Goodness, you’ve put on weight! Filled to bursting with the people I love best. My spirit is dying by my own hand, I can feel it, I can feel …

SATURDAY AND ITS LIGHT

How can I possibly work? What’s the point on this Saturday of mere air, pure air? “Those who achieved great things did so in order to get out of some difficulty, some dead end.” Does my life have to be writing, writing, writing? Like some profound spiritual exercise? Incorporating the airy air of this Saturday on which I’m sitting here writing. What do I want to write? Today, I want to write something calm and simple, something like the memory of a tall monument that seems taller still because it’s a memory. But I want, in passing, to have really touched that monument. I’ll stop here, though, because it’s just so Saturday!

Marly de Oliveirafn2


She’s so gentle, so gentle, the panther.

But were you to touch her

without due caution,

you’d see her transformed

into the wild beast inside:

teeth of pure ivory

amid the watchful blackness,

from top to toe

every bit a panther,

the passion, the ludic force,

of those long claws unsheathed,

the ecstatic fury

beneath the surface delicacy

of a beast, which,

at rest and unprovoked,

seems to contain in that simple

imperturbable form, clothed

in that soft, lustrous, docile pelt,

an intense, brilliant jewel.



(A suave pantera [The gentle panther], a magnificent book, which, I’m proud to say, is dedicated to me.)

March 4, 1970

THE MACHINE IS GETTING BIGGER

Man was programmed by God to solve problems, but he has started to create them rather than solve them. The machine was programmed by man to solve the problems that he created. But the machine is actually beginning to create problems that disorient and swallow up man. The machine continues to grow. It’s huge now. To the point where man ceases to be a human organism. And when it comes to the perfection of being created, all that will remain is the machine. God has created a problem for himself. He will eventually destroy the machine and start all over again with ignorant man once more face-to-face with the apple. Otherwise man will merely be a sad ancestor of the machine; far better the mystery of paradise.

I’M TAKING CARE OF THE WORLD

I’m a very busy person: I’m taking care of the world. Every day, I gaze out from the balcony at the same stretch of beach and sea, and I notice that sometimes the foam seems whiter and that sometimes, at night, the waves advance very restlessly, and I can tell this by the marks they leave on the sand. I check the almond trees in my street. Before I go to sleep and take care of the world in the form of my dreams, I make a point of checking that the night sky is full of stars and is navy blue, because there are nights when it appears to be navy blue not black. The cosmos gives me a lot of work, especially because God, I see, is the cosmos. I take care of that with a certain reluctance.

I observe the boy who must be about ten, terribly skinny and dressed in rags. A tubercular future awaits him, if it hasn’t already arrived.

I find the Botanical Garden particularly exhausting because I have to take care of the gaze of the thousands of plants and trees there, especially the water lilies.

You will notice that I haven’t once mentioned my emotions: I speak lucidly only about some of the thousand things and people I must take care of. And it’s not a job either, because I don’t get paid. However, I do get to know what the world is like.

Is taking care of the world hard work? Yes. And I remember the terrifyingly inexpressive face of a woman I saw in the street. I take care of the thousands of people living in the favelas on the hillsides. I observe in my own self the changes of the season: I clearly change with them.

You might well ask why I take care of the world: it’s because that’s the job I was given when I was born. And I’m responsible for everything that exists, including wars and crimes causing actual bodily harm and actual spiritual harm. I’m even responsible for God who is constantly cosmically evolving for the better.

Ever since I was a child, I’ve been taking care of a line of ants: they walk in Indian file carrying a tiny piece of leaf, which does not prevent each ant, on finding a line of ants coming in the opposite direction, stopping to exchange a few words.

I’ve read that famous book about bees, and ever since, I’ve been taking care of the bees too, especially the queen-mother. Bees fly and their business is flowers: I’ve noticed that.

But ants have very slender waists. However small, though, that waist contains a whole world that will escape me if I’m not careful: an instinctive sense of organization, a supersonic language beyond the reach of our human ears and probably beyond any instinctive feelings of loving-kindness. I used to take great care of the ants when I was small, and now, just when I so wanted to see them again, I can’t find a single one. They weren’t massacred, I’m sure of that, because if they were, I would have heard. Taking care of the world also requires a lot of patience: I have to wait for the day when an ant turns up. Patience: observing the flowers slowly and imperceptibly opening.

I haven’t yet found anyone to report to though.

March 7, 1970

SUNDAY TEA

Frightening fantasies. I imagined a party—with no drink, no food, a party just for looking. Even the chairs would be rented and carried up to an empty third-floor apartment in Rua da Alfândega, yes, that would be a good place. To this party I would invite all those friends, male and female, I used to have, but don’t have any longer. Only them, not even any mutual friends of friends. People I once enjoyed or who enjoyed me. But how would I climb those dark stairs alone to a rented room? And how would I get back from Rua da Alfândega after dark? The sidewalks would, I know, be dry and hard.

I opted for another fantasy. It began as a mixture of affection, gratitude and rage: only afterward did two bat’s wings unfurl, like something arriving from afar and coming very close; but the wings shone too. It would be an afternoon tea—a Sunday, Rua do Lavradio—to which I would invite all the maids who have ever worked for me. I would mark the absence of those I forgot with an empty chair, which is what they are inside me. The others would sit, hands folded on their laps. Silent—until the moment when each one would speak and then—brought back to life, the living dead—would recite what I remember them saying. Almost like a tea for ladies, except that there would be no complaints about maids.

“I wish you every happiness,” says one, getting to her feet. “I hope you get all the things no one can give you.”

“Whenever I ask for something,” says another, rising from her chair, “I always get the giggles and so people assume I don’t really need whatever it was.”

“I like movies about hunting.” (And that’s all that remains to me of an entire person.)

“I do basic cooking, Senhora. I only know how to make poor people’s food.”

“When I die, a few people will miss me. But that’s all.”

“My eyes fill with tears whenever I talk to you, Senhora, it must be spiritism.”

“He was such a lovely little boy that I almost felt like spanking him.”

“Well, when I was on my way here early this morning,” says the Italian maid, “the leaves had begun to fall, as well as the first snow of the year. A man in the street said to me: ‘It’s raining gold and silver.’ I pretended not to hear him, though, because, if I’m not very careful, men can do whatever they like with me.”

“Here comes Her Ladyship,” and the oldest of them all stands up, the one whose tenderness always had a bitter edge and who taught us early on to forgive cruelty lovingly. “Did Her Ladyship sleep well? Her Ladyship likes her luxuries. She knows what she wants too—she wants this, she doesn’t want that. Her Ladyship is white.”

“I’d like three days off at Carnival, Senhora, I’ve had enough of being a good girl.”

“Food is all a matter of salt. Food is all a matter of salt. Food is all a matter of salt. Here comes Her Ladyship: I hope you get what no one can give you, but only when I die. It was then that the man said it was raining gold, yes, what no one can give you. Not unless you’re afraid of standing in the dark, bathed in gold, but alone in the darkness. Her Ladyship likes her luxuries, but the poor variety: leaves or the first snow. Savor the salt that you eat, don’t harm any lovely little boys, don’t giggle when you ask for something, and never pretend you didn’t hear if someone should say: Listen, woman, it’s raining gold and silver. Yes.”

March 14, 1970

AT THE WHIM OF YOUR PEN

That expression has lingered in my memory and I don’t even know where it came from. To start with, no one writes with a pen any more. And there’s nothing whimsical about writing on a typewriter or whatever. No, I’m not talking about trying to write well: that comes of its own accord. I’m talking about looking inside yourself for the nebula that gradually condenses, gradually becomes real, gradually rises to the surface—until the first word that describes it is born.

VARIATION ON THE ABSENTMINDED MAN

He’s wearing his glasses and yet keeps looking for them everywhere. Every now and then, a happy thought occurs to him: I’m in luck today because I can see things so clearly—that will help me find my glasses. Sometimes, in mid-search, he thinks: I can see so well that maybe I don’t need glasses any more, not even for reading. He only realized he was wearing his glasses when he automatically adjusted them on his nose to read his book before going to sleep: he had the strange feeling that he had acquired another facial feature. And really he was very disappointed: no wonder he thought he didn’t need glasses any more.

THE FUTURE HAS ALREADY BEGUN

What it comes down to is this: we have already reached the year 2000. We’re so afraid of that landmark year (Time revealed yet again), that we’ve leaped ahead. Just as we cannot bear having to wait for some expected thing to arrive, we make that thing, however painful, come earlier, to get our despair over with sooner. Not that the year 2000 in which we are already living is a year of despair. Or is it? Despair at the eternal existence of Time, which, like the Universe, has always existed. I am now fearlessly thinking about the year 8000. Hoping it will come as soon as 2000. Time is not the length of a life. The time that happened before us is as eternal as the time ahead of us. In the year 8000, if there are still people around, a new religion will have arrived—one that allows the immaterial to materialize, one that is not afraid of death, since that is a purely personal problem.

YES AND NO

I am yes. I am no. I await with patience the harmony of opposites. I will be an I, which also means you.

EVOLUTION

With time, she was growing more accustomed, as if she were gradually becoming accustomed to the Earth, the Moon, the Sun, and, strangely and especially, Mars. It was a kind of platform from which, for a microsecond, she seemed to see the superreality of what is really real. More real than reality.

QUIETLY WEEPING

… I suddenly noticed him, and he was such an extraordinarily handsome, virile man that I felt a rush of joy as if I had created him. Not that I wanted him for myself just as I don’t want the Moon on those nights when she’s as light and cool as a pearl. Just as I don’t want the little nine-year-old boy with the hair of an archangel, who I saw running after a ball. All I wanted was to look. The man glanced at me for a moment and smiled quietly: he knew how handsome he was, and I know he knew that I didn’t want him for myself, he smiled because he didn’t feel in the least threatened. (Exceptional beings are more subject to dangers than ordinary people.) I crossed the road and hailed a cab. The breeze lifted the hairs on the back of my neck, and it was autumn, but it seemed to speak of a new spring as if the weary summer deserved the coolness of newly sprung flowers. And yet it was autumn and the leaves on the almond trees were turning yellow. I was so happy that I huddled fearfully in one corner of the taxi because happiness hurts too. And all because I had seen a handsome man. I still didn’t want him for myself, but he had, in a way, given me so much with that comradely smile of his, a smile between two people who understand each other. By then, approaching the viaduct near the Museum of Modern Art, I no longer felt happy, and the autumn seemed like a threat aimed directly at me. I felt like quietly weeping.

March 28, 1970

ZAGALLO

Some time ago, I interviewed Zagallo.fn3 He spoke very calmly and straightforwardly.

“Given that you are a two-time winner of both the World Cup and the Rio state championship, if it was up to me and I wasn’t such an admirer of Saldanha, I would choose you to coach the Brazilian national team.”

“Look at my arm,” he said and gave an innocent laugh—“see, the hairs on my arm are standing up: if I could go back to playing, I’d like the World Cup final to be today. Because then I could relive our triumphant return to Brazil and feel that excitement all over again, the amazing reception we got. The people went crazy, as if they were all high on drugs …”

Zagallo is young and slender, and his legs aren’t grotesquely muscular as is the case with some professional players. He’s every inch the nice guy, the decent, reliable colleague. I felt this as soon as I introduced myself and told him what I did. From then on, he treated me just like any other work colleague; our work might be very different, but it was still work.

We were sitting on the bench in the garden of the Botafogo soccer club, having a rather rushed conversation because training was about to begin. It was very windy, the leaves from the trees kept falling on us, and the leaves from the notebook I was writing in kept flying off too. Zagallo laughed and helped me pick them up, and my liking for him was gradually becoming a feeling of tenderness for the Brazilian people Zagallo was representing at that moment.

“Zagallo, what would be the best tactic, the best plan for the Brazilian team?”

“Well, if we’re playing against Europeans, we’ll simply have to use the same tactics as them, because when it comes to talent, we’re the best in the world, and I’m not just being patriotic when I say that. Have you traveled a lot?” he asked.

“I was married to a diplomat and so I’ve not only traveled a lot, I’ve lived in various different countries too. And like you—and I’m not just being patriotic either—I think that, generally speaking, and in any area of life, we don’t lag behind anyone when it comes to talent. Brazil could be a wonderful country. But, coming back to you, Zagallo, the difference between a writer like me and a sportsman and athlete like you is that you have to retire early. Does that make you sad?”

“It does, yes, because our future is always uncertain, given that our sporting life is so short. There are no guarantees, and that can be worrying. (I thought again about the plan to provide a pension for soccer players.) An athlete has to get as much as he can out of the very little time we have (so do we, Zagallo, life is short for such a long art). And yet he needs to have luck on his side too. We know that, given the huge numbers of players, very few can hope for a financially secure future.” (We writers, with the classic exceptions of Jorge Amadofn4 and Érico Veríssimo,fn5 and now, José Mauro de Vasconcelos,fn6 cannot live by writing alone.)

“You’re currently coaching my club, Botafogo, but you’re not going to tell me that being a coach really compensates for having the chance to score goals as you used to.”

“It’s much more of a responsibility because I can’t depend solely on my own efforts: I have to depend on my ability to guide the players and on how hard the players work on the field. It’s like going from being a mere pen pusher to being the boss.”

“Is soccer the most important thing in your life?”

“The most important thing in my life is my family. I’m married and have four kids.”

“Did you choose soccer, or did you just happen to discover that you were a natural genius?”

“It was fate. I was still studying—I qualified as an accountant—and played because I enjoyed it, although my parents didn’t really approve. Later on, though, they accepted it, which was great, because it gave me financial independence. My one regret is that I didn’t carry on studying and become more cultured. But life moved too quickly.”

“Do you have time to read? And if so, what do you read?”

“I don’t really have time for reading. I read newspapers and magazines to keep up with what’s going on, but I don’t have time for books.”

“Do you have Spanish roots?”

“My parents are Brazilian, but my family tree—is that what you call it?—takes us back to Italy. My grandparents were already Brazilian though. I was born in Maceió on August 9, 1931, but came to Rio when I was just eight months old.”

“What is it that you most want now?”

“To stay in good health, because without that, you can’t do anything.”

“How do you see soccer? As an art, as a way of expressing yourself as an individual?”

“Soccer is a gift, just as your gift is for writing, because no one can teach you to play soccer, all you can do is hone the talent that’s already there. It’s a divine gift like singing or writing. And, at the same time, as well as being a divine gift, it’s also an art. Do you feel fulfilled as a writer?”

“No, but it’s what I’m best at. What do you think of Pelé and Garrincha?”fn7

“They’re both exceptional players.”

“So are you. I’ve been told that seeing you play is a thing of beauty.”

“That’s very kind of you. And now I’m going to answer that earlier question of yours: If I were asked to manage the national team, I wouldn’t run away from the responsibility, because any success I’ve had in soccer has always been the result of a lot of struggle and sacrifice. And since being a soccer coach is a very tricky job, especially coaching the national team, if I was asked, I would once again be serving my country.” Then he asked: “What do you think of the situation in the States, especially the way the Kennedy family are being persecuted?”

“I don’t think it’s mere coincidence: some politicians have been known to hire paid assassins. And there are a huge number of antidemocrats in the States. In a way, America is more backward than we are: you only have to think of the problems Black people had and still have in that supposedly democratic country. But tell me, Zagallo, what matters most to you?”

“Peace.” (Me too, but it depends on what terms. For example, I don’t want the kind of peace Spain has under the heel of Franco.)

“What’s the most important thing for you as an individual?”

Zagallo thought long and hard. His face revealed that most charming of human struggles, the struggle to think and to know oneself. It felt to me that he was having to make a painful and important choice. Finally, he said:

“Not to wish anyone else any harm.”

But I’m sure he wanted to say something else, something similar to that. Judging from the sudden change in his expression, I would translate what he meant to say as: Love thy neighbor as thyself.

“What is love, Zagallo?”

Like most people, he has probably never paused in his busy life to think about life, and to ask that most important of questions: what is love? We sat in silence, even though he had already been called several times and told that the players were on the field waiting for him. But there was an air of patience between us. At last, he said:

“It’s a reciprocal feeling.”

April 4th, 1970

THE ITALIAN GIRL

Rosa lost her parents when she was only small. Her brothers and sisters were scattered around the world, and she was sent to an orphanage run by nuns. There she led a harsh, somber life along with other children. In winter, the vast house would be freezing cold, and they had to work all the time. She did the laundry, swept the bedrooms, and sewed. Meanwhile, the seasons came and went. With head shaven and wearing a long dress made of a coarse fabric, she would sometimes go over to the window, broom in hand, and peer out. Autumn was her favorite season because you didn’t need to go outside to see it: beyond the windows the yellow leaves would fall into the courtyard, and that was autumn.

In that Swiss convent, whenever a man crossed the threshold, they would scrub the floor afterward and disinfect it with alcohol. Then winter came around again, and her hands grew red and cracked, her bed was so cold she couldn’t sleep, and she would dream while wide awake. In the dark bedroom, staring at the sheets, she would see small thoughts winking at her. In a way, those thoughts were paradise.

How and why she decided to leave the convent when she was twenty I don’t know, and she doesn’t either. But she was determined, despite opposition from everyone else. It was a stubborn, monotonous, passive determination. The sisters were horrified, they said she would go to hell. But in the end, Rosa won, not even bothering to argue back. She left and went to work as a maid.

She left with her little bundle of belongings, her shaven head and her ankle-length skirt.

“The world seemed to me …” and then words failed her.

With her typically southern Italian face, round eyes and a figure that took a while to assert itself, she went to live with a family who had been recommended to her. She stayed indoors day and night, for months on end, never even going out into the street. She explained to me that, at the time, she “didn’t know how to go out.” Her only paradise was the marvel of winter outside: she would watch everything through the open windows and it was impossible to know if she was happy or sad. Her face had not yet learned how to express itself. She would watch through the open window with all the care and attention of someone praying, her arms folded and her hands tucked into her sleeves.

One afternoon when everything seemed too vast for her—a free afternoon with no work to do was almost sinful—she felt she should apply herself to something, cultivate a narrower and more religious feeling: she went downstairs into the living room, where she took a book off the shelf. She went back upstairs, sat down on a chair, without leaning back, for she had still not learned to allow herself any pleasures, and began, very earnestly, to read. However, her spherical head—where her hair was already beginning to bristle forth—her head began to spin. She closed her book, lay down and shut her eyes.

They waited for her to serve supper, but when she didn’t appear, they went to find her. Her eyes were puffy, hot, motionless: she was burning up with a fever. The mistress of the house spent the night watching over her, but there was nothing she could do, the girl didn’t complain or ask for anything, she was simply consumed with fever. In the morning, she looked thinner, her eyes half-closed. She spent another day and a night like this. Then they called the doctor.

The doctor asked what had happened to her, because she had all the symptoms of brain fever. Rosa said nothing, it didn’t even occur to her to speak, she wasn’t used to doing so. That was when the doctor glanced over at the bedside table and saw the book. He looked at it in horror. The book was entitled Le Corset rouge. He told Rosa that she must on no account read such a book. That she had only just left the convent and was still in a dangerously innocent state. Rosa said nothing. He said:

“You shouldn’t read such things, they’re all lies.”

Only then did Rosa open her eyes a little for the first time. The doctor swore the book was full of lies. He swore …

Then she sighed, gave a shy, sad smile.

“It’s just that I thought anything written in a book and published must be true,” she said, gazing demurely at the first kind man she had met.

The doctor said—and you can imagine the tone of voice in which he said this:

“Well, it’s not.”

She fell asleep looking pale and thin. The fever subsided, she got out of bed. Gradually, as time passed, people would say: “Isn’t your hair dark.” Touching her hair, Rosa would say: “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”

How, at forty, she managed to be so cheerful, I really don’t know. She was full of loud laughter. I know, too, that she had once wanted to kill herself. Not because she had left the convent. But out of love. She explained that, at the time, she didn’t know love “was like that.” Like what? She didn’t answer. Now, with a boyfriend ten years her junior and with whom she shares a bed, she laughs, shakes her great mane of hair and says: I really don’t know why I like autumn more than the other seasons, I think it’s because in the autumn things die so easily.

She also says: “I may not be very bright, but you, I think, are brighter than me.” She also says: “Have you ever bawled your eyes out for no reason? Well, I have!” and she roars with laughter.

April 11, 1970

A MAN

At first, I felt rather in awe of his extraordinary intellect. I had to get used to the language of such a large intelligence. He’s usually rather serious, but he has a smile—no, I’m not going to say it lights up his whole face. But it does. He’s not afraid of clichés either, and that lack of inhibition raises the cliché up to the level of his intelligence. He sometimes resorts to sophistry, as those who can do. I understand him not with my mind, which is far below his, but with my entire person. And he himself is a very entire person. His dark eyes don’t avoid your gaze: he’s not afraid to look you in the eye. It makes me feel like smiling. If I knew how. Indeed, I need to get used to smiling more, if not, people tend to think I have problems rather than that I’m merely serious or concentrating. To return to this man though: when he says, “see you tomorrow,” you know tomorrow will come. He doesn’t have very good taste when it comes to choosing ornaments. I find that rather touching. He’s unaware that I see so much of him—I don’t mean so often, but so much.

April 25, 1970

BELATED TRANSLATION

As an epigraph to my novel, The Passion According to G. H., I chose a quote from Bernard Berenson, the art critic or, rather, it miraculously fell into my hands after I had written the book. I used it as an epigraph, even though it didn’t really have that much to do with the book, but I couldn’t resist the temptation to include it.

Except that I made a mistake: I didn’t translate it, I left it in English, forgetting that the Brazilian reader wouldn’t necessarily understand another language. This is the quote: “A complete life may be one ending in so full identification with the nonself that there is no self to die.” In Portuguese this would be: “Uma vida completa talvez seja a que termine em tão plena identificação com o não eu, que não resta nenhum eu para morrer.” The sentence is somehow more complete in English, and more elegant.

ANTIQUATED TASTES

A few days back, I suddenly felt a terrible sense of loss. This was because, on the spur of the moment and without giving the matter much thought at all, I told Luís Carlos, my hairdresser, to cut my hair really short. As he was cutting it, and the dead locks of hair were falling to the floor, I looked in the mirror and saw that I was alarmed by my own decision. Then that notion of loss surfaced. Loss of what? Ah, it’s such an ancient feeling that it’s lost somewhere in the mists of time, in the prehistory of the world: Woman, never cut your hair, because your femininity depends upon your long hair. When my sons were little, they often used to play with my hair, and one day, while visiting a friend, her little five-year-old daughter, entirely of her own accord, decided to spend a long time combing and arranging my hair. It was really good to feel those little hands taking such pleasure in their task. Anyway, this time I resigned myself to having my hair cut short, but promised myself I would let it grow again. This did not stop me deciding exactly the opposite once I was home, because long hair takes ages to dry, requires a lot of brushing, regular visits to the hairdresser and having to sit under that absurd instrument of torture called a hair dryer. With short hair, I can wash it myself and just dry it in the sun. And yet I was surprised to find myself mulling over the matter: have I, like Samson, lost my strength? No, not my strength in general, but my strength as a woman.

VIETCONG

One of my sons said to me: “Why do you sometimes write about personal stuff?” I told him that, in the first place, I’ve never talked about any really personal stuff, that I’m actually a very private person. And even when talking to friends, I only go so far. In a column that appears every Saturday, it’s inevitable that you’ll end up commenting on things happening in your daily life, your external life. I once asked a famous columnist about precisely this, worried that I was being too personal, though in none of the eleven books I’ve published have I ever appeared as a character. He said there’s no escaping it in a regular newspaper column. My son then said: “Why don’t you write about the Vietcong?” Feeling small and humble, I thought: how is a feeble woman like me going to talk about all those inglorious deaths, young lives cut off in their prime, not to mention the massacres, and all in the name of what? Well, we know what, and are horrified. I told him that I leave such things to Antonio Callado.fn8 Suddenly, though, I felt impotent, helpless. For all I had done about the Vietcong was to feel horrified at the massacres and bewildered too. This is what most of us do: feel sadness and furious impotence. That war is humiliating us.

SWIMMING AGAINST THE TIDE

I have struggled all my life against a tendency to daydream, without ever letting it sweep me away on the tide. But the effort of swimming against that gentle current drains me of some of my vital energy. And although by struggling against that desire to daydream, I gain in my ability to take action, I lose within me a very sweet way of being that nothing can replace. One day, though, I will simply drift off, without a thought as to where that drifting off will take me.

May 2, 1970

A MEMORY OF THE MAKING OF A NOVEL

I can’t remember now how it began, but I know that I didn’t begin at the beginning: it was, if you like, written all at once. It was all there, or seemed to be, as if in the space-time of an open piano, on the simultaneous keys of the piano.

I wrote it focusing very intently on what was taking shape inside me, and which I only began to understand on my fifth patient draft. I began to understand the thing that wanted to be said.

My fear was that, out of impatience with my own slowness in understanding myself, I would rush a meaning before it was ready. I had the impression—or, rather, the certainty—that the more time I gave myself, the more painlessly the story would say what it needed to say.

I find that it’s more and more a matter of patience, of love creating patience, of patience creating love.

The book gradually-suddenly came into being, if I can put it like that, with some parts emerging faster than others, or one part suddenly emerging before another one did: I would interrupt a sentence in chapter ten, say, to write what was chapter two, which was in turn interrupted for some months because I was writing chapter eighteen. My patience consisted in putting up with the great discomfort of disorder, without even the consolation of a promise of finishing the book. Although order, of course, also has a constraining effect.

As always, the main difficulty was having to wait. (I’ve got a strange feeling, the woman would say to the doctor. Yes, you’re going to have a child. And I thought I was dying, the woman would say.) The misshapen soul, growing, gaining volume, without even realizing that what it’s experiencing is a waiting for something to take shape and, eventually, to be born.

As well as that difficult waiting period, there’s the patience it takes to slowly reconstruct in writing the initial instantaneous vision. Recovering that vision is very hard.

And as if that wasn’t enough, I am not, alas, any good at rewriting, at describing an idea—I don’t know how to “clothe an idea in words.” What I write does not refer back to a past thought, but to my present thought: what surfaces either does so in the appropriate, irreplaceable words or it doesn’t exist.

When I’m writing, I feel again what is apparently the only paradoxical certainty: that what gets in the way of writing is having to use words. It’s uncomfortable. It’s as if I wanted a more direct way of communication, the kind of silent understanding that occasionally occurs between people. If I could write through some intermediary—drawing on a piece of wood or smoothing a small child’s hair or going for a walk in the country—I would never have set off along the path of the word. I would do what lots of people who don’t write do, and with the same joy and the same torment of someone who does write, and with the same profound, inconsolable disappointment: I would live. I would not use words. And that might one day be my solution. If so, good.

WRITING

Writing for a newspaper is less impossible: it’s lighter, even superficial, it has to be: the reader, as regards the newspaper, has neither the desire nor the time to go deeply into anything.

But writing what will later become a book sometimes demands more strength than you feel you have.

Especially when you have to invent your own working method, as I and many others do. When, at the age of thirteen, I consciously embraced the desire to write—I wrote when I was a child, but did not embrace a destiny—when I embraced the desire to write, I found myself suddenly standing in a vacuum. And in that vacuum, there was no one who could help me.

I had to raise myself up out of nothing, I had to understand myself, I had, if you like, to invent my own truth. I began, and I didn’t even begin at the beginning. The sheets of paper piled up—full of contradictions, and the despairing sense of not being able to write was a further obstacle to my very real inability. It’s such a shame that I didn’t keep the interminable story I began then (heavily influenced by Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf): I tore it up, dismissing that almost superhuman attempt at learning, at gaining self-knowledge. And all this was done in total secrecy. I didn’t tell anyone, I suffered the pain alone. One thing I did realize: you must write all the time, not wait for the right moment, because it will never come. I always found writing difficult, even though I felt what people call a vocation. Vocation is different from talent. You can have a vocation, but no talent—that is, you can be called, but have no idea how or where to go.

May 9, 1970

INSPIRATION

Large bust, broad hips, chaste, dreamy, brown eyes. Now and then she would come out with loud statements. Once she said, in a cheerful-mournful voice, very quickly as if she didn’t really want all her words to be heard:

“I don’t think I could be a writer, I’m too … too brief somehow!”

One day, though, as if hiding it away from herself, she had an inspiration and in her expenses book, she noted down a few words about the beauty of Sugarloaf Mountain. Just a few words; she was, after all, brief. A long time afterward, one afternoon when she was alone, she remembered once writing something about something—was it about Corcovado? About the sea? All she remembered was she had used the words “a very picturesque beauty.” She went in search of that old expenses book. She searched the whole apartment. Top to bottom. She even opened shoeboxes in the hope that she had been so secretive about that moment of inspiration that she had hidden away those soul-revealing notes in a shoebox. Not a bad idea really. Her desperation grew, she ran one hand over her forehead—now it was more than the expenses notebook she was looking for, she was looking for the words dictated to her by inspiration—let’s see, don’t panic, let’s have another go. What had she written in that book? She remembered it was something very spiritual about something picturesque. Picturesque was, for her, the highest possible praise. Let’s keep looking, it’s a matter of willpower, it’s a matter of tracking it down. Disastrous—she stood stock-still in the middle of the room not knowing which way to turn, not knowing where to look—disastrous. The apartment quiet in the afternoon. And somewhere there was something written down, a private thought, of that she was sure. Sweating now, she unbuttoned the top of her blouse: not finding that thought would mean losing something very dear to her. Don’t give up, she told herself, go through all your papers, your letters, the rare snippets of news people sent you. Ah, she reasoned illogically, if only people had written to her more often, she would have had more places to look. But her orderly life was laid bare, there were very few hiding places, it was too clean. The only hiding place was her soul, which had once revealed itself in that expenses book. How fortunate to have plenty of furniture with drawers where she might yet happen upon that book.

Again and again she resumed her search. Now and then, with a hopeful start, she would remember the expenses book. Until one day, some years later, she said modestly:

“When I was very young, I used to write.”

BOY

“Mom, I just saw a baby hurricane, but it was so small, so tiny, that all it did was make three little leaves on the street corner whirl about.”

WHEN THE TIME COMES TO LEAVE

“You do know, don’t you, Mom, that I can’t love you like this all my life.”

SEIZE THE DAY

… untroubled by any incident, any expectation, in the afternoon, this afternoon, where I’m concentrating like a schoolgirl on her handwriting, like one of those sewing nuns, I labor away like a bee, embroidering in golden thread: Seize the Day.

May 16, 1970

THE WONDERS OF EVERY WORLD

I have a friend called Azaleia, who simply enjoys living. Living with no need for adjectives. She is physically very unwell, but her laughter is bright and constant. Her life is a hard one, but it’s hers.

One day, she told me that everyone has seven wonders in their world. What are they? That depends on the person. She then decided to set down the seven wonders of her world.

First: having been born. Having been born is a gift—existing, I say, is a miracle.

Second: her five senses, which included a large dose of the sixth sense. With them she touches and smells and hears and communicates and feels pleasure and pain.

Third: her capacity for love. Through that capacity, which is less common than people think, she is always full of love for the few and for the many, and that fills her heart.

Fourth: her intuition. Intuition brings her what reason cannot reach and what her senses do not notice.

Fifth: her intelligence. She considers herself to be a privileged person because she can understand things. Her mind is keen and effective.

Sixth: harmony. She achieved this through her own efforts, and truly everything about her is harmonious, as regards the world in general and her own world.

Seventh: death. She believes, theosophically, that after death the soul is reincarnated in another body, and everything begins again, with the joy of having those seven wonders renewed.

A NECESSARY BRUSQUENESS

Having first received treatment in the emergency department where I went after suffering serious burns, I was sent to Dr. Fabrini’s clinic because I was going to need a number of skin grafts.

Dr. Fabrini is an extremely kind, polite, courteous man, always ready with a discreet smile when appropriate. However, this does not stop him occasionally adopting an apparently cruel and severe demeanor.

For example: he forbade me from having any visitors during my first days in hospital. However, because the visits distracted me from the constant pain, I continued to receive them. Dr. Fabrini found out and told me sternly and gravely: “One more visitor and I’ll discharge you right now, even in your current state.” Taken aback, I obeyed. Only later did I understand: during those early days, my life was hanging in the balance, and Dr. Fabrini simply wanted to save me.

Another apparent act of brusqueness. I spent nearly three months in bed. Then I received an order to stand up and walk a few steps: several times a day, with the help of a nurse. The pain was excruciating: just standing up on legs that had lost nearly all muscle tone was bad enough, let alone having to walk. I started postponing my daily exercise and ended up refusing to do it at all. When Dr. Fabrini found out, he told me in a harsh, decisive voice: “You either start relearning how to walk now, or you’ll never walk again.” The threat of paralysis terrified me, and after that, despite the unbearable pain, I took a few steps every day.

Once again, I’d been saved by his apparent harshness.

ONE THING LEADS TO ANOTHER

I was in the kitchen drinking a cup of coffee when I heard the cook in the scullery humming a lovely tune, a kind of harmonious plainchant. I asked her who had written it. She replied: oh, it’s just some nonsense I came up with myself.

She didn’t know she was creative. And the world doesn’t know what “creative” is either. I stopped drinking my coffee and pondered: the world will one day be so much more creative. The world doesn’t know itself. We are so backward as regards ourselves. Even the word “creative” will cease to be used, no one will even mention it: everything will simply be created. It’s not our fault—I continued drinking my coffee—that we’re thousands of years behind the times. When I thought about “the thousands of years ahead of us,” I felt almost dizzy, because I can’t even know what color the earth will be then. Posterity exists and will crush our present. And if the world is created in cycles, let’s say, then is it possible that we will return to the caves and everything will start over again? I feel physical pain when I think that I’ll never know what the world will be like thousands of years from now. On the other hand, I thought, we crawl along, but at a fair old pace. And the tune the cook was humming will dominate that new world: people will be creative without knowing they are. Meanwhile, we’re as dry as a dried fig that still contains just a little moisture.

Meanwhile, the cook is hanging out the washing and continuing her wordless melopoeia. I bask in that tune. She’s skinny and dark, and inside her is an “I.” A body separate from the others, is that what we call an “I”? It’s strange to have a body to live in, a body in which liquid blood ceaselessly flows, whose mouth can sing, and whose eyes must have filled with tears countless times. She is an “I.”

May 30, 1970

FOR WOMEN ONLY

I was once asked to write a column commenting on current events, but intended solely for women. Fortunately, it came to nothing. I say “fortunately” because I fear that such a column would soon slide into frivolously feminine territory, given that the word “feminine” is generally taken by men and even by women to mean “frivolous,” as if women belonged to a separate, almost segregated community.

My fear that we would inevitably diverge onto strictly feminine subjects reminded me of the time a young woman came to interview me about literature and, for reasons I really don’t understand, we ended up talking about the best brand of eyeliner. And it seems that this was my fault. Eye makeup is important too, of course, but I had no intention of invading the newspaper’s specialist sections, however good it is to talk about fashion and about our own precious, fleeting beauty.

To return to feminine journalism: when I worked on newspapers, I was both reporter and editor, I did everything, apart from the crime stories and the society columns. Later, when I wasn’t able to work full time, I wrote the women’s pages for two evening papers. One was anonymous. And the other was written by me, but signed Ilka Soares, that very sweet, lovely movie star.fn9 Her name attracted readers eager to know her views on fashion, cooking, beauty, etc.

All of this came back to me now because I received a letter from a fairly young reader, asking me for my advice on what to do when invited out to lunch or supper by a young man.

I read the letter twice to make sure it really was addressed to me and not to the excellent team who write on matters feminine in Caderno B.fn10 And it was. Why? I will never know. The letter, from São Paulo, was signed, but I will refer to its writer by the initials J. F. And here is my modest advice:

Even if the young man in question is not the very height of elegance, he will be delighted to go out with a well-dressed young woman. On the other hand, he’ll find it deeply embarrassing to be seen with a girl who is too dolled up or overly sophisticated or dressed to kill. It’s the details that matter. Shabby accessories will give you and him a sense of sloppiness, and a sloppily dressed young woman does not make for flattering company.

So dress smartly before going out. But then—and this is important—try to forget about your appearance. You have done all you can—now just let things take their course, confident that you have made your best effort. Don’t keep checking in your compact mirror, smoothing your hair, powdering your nose or adjusting your lipstick. Remember: you haven’t gone out in order to be pretty, but in order to enjoy going out; you haven’t gone out in order to flaunt yourself, but to talk. The reason the young man asked you out is because he likes your style, your way of being, your look. Let that be enough to give you the necessary self-confidence. If not, what will happen? You’ll imagine that you ought to go on a first date trying to be better than you are. And so what do you do? You make the mistake of changing your hairstyle for something terribly sophisticated, and borrowing some other personality, a fabulous one, or so you think, but different from your own. And instead of being charmed, the young man will be surprised: he made a date with one person, and another has come in her place. So go on that first date looking as good as you can, but as your usual self—that will put both of you at your ease.

If he’s an ordinary middle-class lad, be kind to his wallet, without making it clear, directly or indirectly, that you’re worried about how much he’s going to spend. If, for example, you have lunch in a restaurant, then leave it up to him to decide which one. And choose something midrange from the menu: neither the most expensive dish nor the cheapest. And, please, eat whatever you order. Don’t think it’s the feminine thing to merely peck at your food. It’s really rude to allow the young man to happily spend his money only to see you rejecting what his money is buying. Do you agree, J. F.?

June 6, 1970

FEAR OF ETERNITY

I will never forget my first painful, dramatic contact with eternity.

When I was very young, I’d still never tried chewing gum, and it wasn’t much talked about even in Recife. I had no idea what it was. Besides, I didn’t have the necessary money to buy any, though with that same amount of money I could have bought any amount of ordinary candy.

Finally, my sister saved up enough to buy some and, as we set off to school, she said:

“Now be careful not to lose it, because this is never-ending candy. It lasts a whole lifetime.”

“What do you mean ‘never-ending’?” I stopped for a moment in the street, mystified.

“I mean it never ends, of course.”

I was flabbergasted: I felt as if I’d been transported to the land of fairy tales and princes. I picked up that small pink pastille representing the elixir of eternal pleasure. I examined it, scarcely able to believe in that miracle. I, who, like other children, would sometimes take a still intact piece of candy out of my mouth in order to suck it later on and so make it last longer. And there I was with that seemingly innocent pink thing, making possible the impossible world I had only just become aware of.

Finally, I very delicately put the pastille in my mouth.

“Now what do I do?” I asked, afraid I might not perform the inevitable ritual correctly.

“Suck it and enjoy the sweetness, and only when the sweetness has gone start chewing. And then you can chew for the rest of your life. Unless you lose it, that is, and I’ve already lost quite a few.”

Lose eternity? Never.

The sweet pastille was quite nice, but nothing special. With me still feeling mystified, we set off to school together.

“The sweet bit’s gone. Now what?”

“You simply keep chewing and chewing for ever.”

I was frightened, although I couldn’t have said why. I began to chew and soon all I had in my mouth was a bland, gray rubberiness that tasted of nothing. I chewed and chewed. But I felt really self-conscious. I didn’t like the taste at all. And the thought that it was eternal filled me with the kind of natural dread we all feel at the idea of eternity or infinity.

I didn’t want to admit that I simply wasn’t ready for eternity. That the very idea filled me with despair. Meanwhile, I continued obediently, unceasingly to chew.

Until I could bear it no longer, and, as we went in through the school gates, I managed to spit out the chewed gum onto the sandy ground.

“Oh, no, look what happened!” I said, feigning horror and dismay. “I won’t be able to chew it any more. It’s gone!”

“I told you,” said my sister, “it’s never-ending, but sometimes you lose it. People can go on chewing all day until nighttime, but then, so that they don’t swallow it while they’re asleep, they stick it to the bedpost. Don’t worry, one day, I’ll give you another one, and you won’t lose that one.”

I felt shamed by her kindness, ashamed that I had lied, saying that I had accidentally dropped the gum.

But relieved too. No longer burdened down by the weight of eternity.

June 13, 1970

RAMBLING ON ABOUT A LOT OF NONSENSE

After sporadic and perplexing musings on the cosmos, I reached several obvious conclusions (the obvious is very important: it guarantees a certain veracity). Firstly, I concluded that there really is such a thing as infinity, that is, it’s not a mathematical abstraction, but something that exists. We are not so far from understanding the world that our brain can only reason on the basis of what is finite. Then it occurred to me that if the cosmos were finite, I would have another problem on my hands: what would happen after the finite? Then I reached my own very humble conclusion that God is infinity. During my ramblings I also realized how little I knew, and this produced a little rush of joy: of hope. Let me explain: the little I know isn’t enough to understand life, therefore the explanation lies in what I don’t know and which I hope to come to know a little better.

The beauty of infinity is that there isn’t even an adjective you can use to define it. It simply is, that’s all: it is. We connect to infinity through our unconscious. Our unconscious mind is infinite.

Infinity does not overwhelm, for in relation to it, we cannot even talk of grandeur or immensity. What you can do is cling to infinity. I know what the absolute is because I exist and am relative. My ignorance is really my hope, since I lack adjectives. And that’s reassuring. Adjectivization is a quality, and the unconscious, like infinity, has neither qualities nor quantities. I breathe infinity. Gazing up at the sky, I grow quite dizzy with myself.

The absolute has a beauty that is indescribable and unimaginable to the human mind. We aspire to that beauty. The sense of beauty is our link with infinity. It is our way of connecting to it. There are moments, albeit rare, when the existence of infinity is so present that we experience a kind of vertigo. Infinity is a coming into being. It is always the present, indivisible by time. Infinity is time. Time and space are the same thing. It’s such a shame that I don’t understand physics and mathematics, which would allow me, in my gratuitous ramblings, to think more clearly and have the appropriate vocabulary to communicate what I feel.

I’m astonished at our fertility: over the centuries, humankind began to divide time into the seasons of the year. We even tried to divide infinity into days, months, years, because infinity can be very constraining and oppressive to the heart. And in the face of anxiety, we bring infinity into the range of our consciousness and organize it in a simplified human form. Without that or some other kind of organization, our consciousness would suffer a dangerous vertigo akin to madness. At the same time, for the human mind, the eternity of infinity is a source of pleasure: we comprehend it without understanding. And we live without understanding it. Our life is merely a kind of infinity. Or rather, there are no kinds of infinity. What is the best way for our consciousness to embrace infinity? As I said before, the unconscious mind can accept infinity for the simple reason that it, too, is infinite. Would we understand infinity better if we drew a circle? No. The circle is a perfect shape, but one that belongs to our human brain, limited by its own nature. The fact is that even the circle wouldn’t be a valid way of describing infinity. One of our natural mistakes is thinking that infinity starts with us. We cannot think I exist without taking ourselves or us as the starting point.

To be honest, I’m completely lost and have no idea what I’m talking about. Besides, I have better things to do than write a lot of nonsense about infinity. For example, the maid has just told me lunch is ready. Besides, it’s time to stop anyway.

June 27, 1970

HUMBERTO FRANCESCHI

I am happy: I now own the precious thing I wanted. And I wanted it so much! I knew that I would not rest until I had it. And if I never had it, then, after death, as happens in all good ghost stories, my soul would return and say to Humberto de Moraes Franceschi, in a terrifying whisper: Where is the thing I wanted?

No, I must calm down, otherwise no one will have the faintest idea what I’m talking about.

I happened to be visiting an office building, where I was ushered into the anteroom of the person I had gone to see. I sat down—only for a few seconds, though, because I had just seen what my soul desired. Hanging on the opposite wall was a huge black-and-white photograph of such beauty—no, the word “beauty” is overused and has become meaningless: I would say, rather, that the photograph wrapped itself around me and my heart beat to a different rhythm. While I was there, almost panicking at seeing objectively what my secret heart most desired, I stopped a passing official and asked: “Where’s that from?” I felt unwilling to name a thing that seemed to embody “I,” for “I” is a secret, kabbalistic word, so much so that it cannot be replaced by any other. The man said: “That photo? It’s by Humberto Franceschi and it’s called the Açude da Solidão.”fn11 “Is he Brazilian?” “Of course,” the man said. “Could you please give me his name and phone number?” I said, although I did not, at that moment, have any particular plan in my head. As soon as I got home, I phoned Humberto, and told him in simple terms what I had felt when I saw the photograph and that I wanted one for myself, as large as possible, because I wanted, if you like, to fill a wall with that landscape.

He came to my apartment to measure my walls, intending to stay for just fifteen minutes: we ended up talking for three hours.

I confided in him as if he, who seemed to know me so well in that photograph, must know everything else too.

Humberto de Moraes Franceschi is a problem for me. How to draw him out of his modesty and make him admit and face up to the fact that he is a creator, knowing that the word “create” can sound ominously like a responsibility? In my opinion, Franceschi is one of the best art photographers in Brazil. And I know he could stand comparison with the world’s great photographers. Except that Brazil, as people repeat ad nauseam, is underdeveloped, which has repercussions for our artists. I know that Franceschi is a great photographer because in Washington, where I was living at the time, I was lucky enough to see, and to see more than once, the largest exhibition of photography in the world: The Family of Man. As well as some marvelous Cartier-Bressons, I saw others that captured on film man’s most significant moments, from birth to death, images that moved me to tears. I know, therefore, that Humberto could easily have been among those included in The Family of Man.

Humberto Franceschi’s photographic composition—and he is Brazilian from top to toe (“I couldn’t live outside of Brazil, because, for example, I think in Portuguese”) (which is not to say that he doesn’t enjoy traveling, but that’s different from actually living somewhere else) (his mother is from a traditional Brazilian family while his father was Italian)—sorry, my happiness led me down so many different paths that I’ll have to start again: Franceschi’s photographic composition so fascinated, so dazzled me, that I knew I wouldn’t rest until I had a Franceschi of my own at home. And now I do. As I write this, the big panel is currently leaning in one corner, but soon it will occupy a large part of one wall—and I will be able to see it from where I work, my very own Açude da Solidão. But it’s a solitude that gives the viewer a sense of amplitude so profound that, rather than solitude, it’s like being alone with God. Amplitude, profound peace, the grandeur of the land we live in, without, however, succumbing to facile grandiloquence. It’s a photograph of the love of nature and of our country as if it had not yet been inhabited by humans, but only by birds and the breeze in the leaves. It’s also a photograph of love for mankind, that son of Nature, whose solitude Humberto de Moraes Franceschi feels so deeply. My brief encounter with him gave me the impression of a man who, despite dealing professionally with who knows how many men and women, remains alone. That photograph will occupy a very special place in my apartment. It’s mine! I plunged into it as if into my own personal lake. Anyone who doesn’t have a Franceschi in their home is missing out on a real work of art. And a source of life.

July 11, 1970

SATURDAY

I think Saturday is the rose of the week; on Saturday afternoon, the apartment is made of curtains blowing in the wind and someone emptying out a bucket of water on the terrace: Saturday in the wind is the rose of the week. Saturday morning is a garden, a bee flying past, and the wind: a bee sting, my face swollen, blood and honey, the sting lost inside me: other bees will come sniffing around, and next Saturday morning I’ll go and see if the garden is full of bees. In my childhood Saturday gardens the ants would file across the flagstones. It was a Saturday when I saw a man sitting in the shade on the sidewalk eating dried meat and cassava broth out of a gourd: it was Saturday afternoon and we had already been swimming. At two o’clock in the afternoon, the bell announced to the wind that it was time for the movie matinee: and to the wind Saturday was the rose of our rather dull week. If it rained, only I knew it was Saturday: a rather damp rose. In Rio de Janeiro, just when you think the weary week is about to expire, it opens out into a rose with a great metallic clatter: on the Avenida Atlântica a car screeches to a halt and, suddenly, before the startled wind can begin blowing again, I feel that it is Saturday afternoon. It was Saturday, but it’s not the same. I say nothing then, apparently resigned: but the truth is that I’ve picked up my things and gone straight to Sunday morning. Sunday morning is also the rose of the week. Although Saturday is much more so. I’ll never know why.

THE CRISIS

It was then that she underwent a crisis that appeared to bear no relation to her life: a crisis of profound sensitivity. And one of the symptoms was intense pity for others and for herself. And her rather limited head, so beautifully coiffed by the most fashionable hairdresser, could barely cope with being so very forgiving. Sitting in her box at the Teatro Municipal, she couldn’t look at the face of a tenor while he was joyfully singing—she turned away, a pained expression on her face, the pathetic sight of the singer’s ephemeral glory was simply unbearable. In the street, she would suddenly feel her chest tighten—assailed by compassion. She was really suffering.

That same lady, who was afflicted by sensitivity as one might be by measles, that same lady chose a Sunday when her husband was away to visit the embroiderer. This was more of an outing than a necessity. This was something she had always been good at: making an outing of almost anything. As if she were still a little girl going for a stroll. During this bout of sensitivity-cum-measles, and when she sensed that her husband was deceiving her, she used to go out a lot. Anyway, she went to visit the embroiderer on Sunday morning. She had to trudge up a muddy street, full of chickens running free and half-naked, potbellied children—she could hardly bear to look! The very epicenter of pity. The embroiderer, in her shack full of hungry-looking children and a tubercular husband, the embroiderer allowed herself the luxury of declining to embroider the tablecloth because she didn’t like doing cross-stitch! The lady left feeling affronted and bewildered. She felt soiled by the heat of the morning, and one of her pleasures was the thought that she was always so immaculate. At home, she had lunch alone, then lay down in her bedroom in the half darkness, and at least there she at last didn’t feel anything. Or only her bewilderment at the creative freedom of that embroiderer who really needed the money. She lay down perhaps with a feeling of hope. Freedom?

Then, days later, at a charity tea, her sensitivity healed up like an old wound. Indeed, a month later, she took her first lover, the first in a most enjoyable series of lovers.

August 15, 1970

DONATING TO YOURSELF

Having had personal experience of skin grafts, I discovered that a skin donation bank is simply not a viable option because one person’s skin will not stick for very long on another person’s skin. The skin has to be taken from part of the person’s own body, then immediately grafted on to the place where it’s needed. This means that the graft is a donation you make to yourself.

This made me think a little about other cases where a person has to make a kind of self-donation. Bringing solitude, riches and struggle. I thought about the kindness that, typically, one hopes to receive from others—and yet sometimes the kindness we give to ourselves frees us from guilt and brings forgiveness. For example, there’s no point in receiving the acceptance of others if we cannot give ourselves self-acceptance and accept who we are. As for our weakness, the strongest part of ourselves must give us encouragement and love. And there are certain pains which, paradoxically, only our own pain can alleviate, if we delve deep enough into it.

In love, fortunately, the richness lies in a mutual donation. Which is not to say there’s no struggle involved: you have to donate the right to receive love. But struggle is good. Some difficulties, precisely because they are difficulties, heat our blood, and that, happily, can be donated.

There’s another kind of self-donation too: artistic creation. In the first instance, you have, if you like, to remove your own skin in order to graft it onto the spot where it’s needed. The giving-to-others part can only occur once that graft is in place. Or perhaps it’s a mixture of both, I’m not sure, artistic creation is a mystery that, fortunately, escapes me. I would rather not know too much.

A DIFFERENT MADNESS

A work of art is an act of madness on the part of the creator. Except that it starts out as not-madness and forges a path. However, it’s useless planning that madness so that it reaches the vision of the world. That prevision awakens most sleepers from their slow slumbers and rouses from their confusion those who sense something is happening or about to happen. The madness of creators is different from the madness of the mentally ill. The latter, for reasons unknown to me, have chosen the wrong path. They are cases for the doctors, while creators find fulfillment in their own act of madness.

A LIVE EVENT

Before sending my children’s book off to João Rui Medeiros at the José Álvaro publishing house, I tested it out on a five-year-old, a seven-year-old, a ten-year-old and a twelve-year-old, all gathered together in one group. A friend of mine who reads very well read the book out loud to them. The four children responded very differently to my story about a thinking rabbit, and the reading was often interrupted by suggestions and questions. The five-year-old little girl, who was much prettier than the rabbit, was interested only in the mystery of how the rabbit escaped. She interrupted the reader to whisper in his ear that the rabbit had such strong paws that he managed to open the iron lid of his hutch all by himself and put it back again. She then spent days drawing rabbits, and one of them was so good it was hung on the school’s bulletin board for honors and awards. The seven-year-old boy was having a few problems at the time, so much so that his mother was getting letters from his teacher saying he was being difficult. Right at the start of the story, he said scornfully: “That rabbit’s made out of paper and wears glasses.” He himself had just started wearing glasses, and clearly identified the falseness of his situation with the idea of a rabbit made out of paper. The ten-year-old boy was the most attentive listener and offered various solutions, all perfectly viable and intelligent, to explain how the rabbit had escaped. The twelve-year-old boy said nothing: he was the son of the maid and didn’t dare to speak. His eyes shone, though, and now and then he exchanged smiles with the ten-year-old. For me, this was worth much more than any eventual actual book launch: we talked to each other, we felt we’d been brought together by the thinking rabbit, by our mutual warmth, by a sense of freedom without fear. I completely forgot that I was the one who had written the story and happily joined in the game. As did some of the other grown-ups present. That’s how book launches should be.

August 22, 1970

A REAL NOVEL

I know perfectly well what a so-called real novel is. And yet, when I read one, with its tangle of facts and descriptions, I just feel bored. The novels I write aren’t the standard novel. And yet they are still novels. Except that what guides me as I write is a sense of searching and discovering. No, not syntax for syntax’s sake, but a syntax that gets as close and gets me as close as possible to what I’m thinking at the actual moment of writing. In fact, when I think about it now, I’ve never chosen language. All I’ve done is go with the flow.

Yes, going with the flow is exactly what I do when I write, it’s what I’m doing right now. I follow myself, even though I’ve no idea where this will lead. Sometimes following myself is so difficult that I give up—because what I’m following in myself is little more than a nebula.

And what of the novels I write that never get beyond being a title? That’s either because they would be very difficult to write or because I have too clear an idea of how the story will develop and so lose interest in writing it. However risky, it’s always good to write when you still have no idea of what will happen next. Right now, in this very instant, or rather, a few moments ago when I stopped to answer the phone, a title sprang into being inside me, one that could be a short story or a novel: The Mountain Man. It’s a clumsy title, I know. And I know, too, what it would be about: it wouldn’t be about a man of the mountains, but about a man gradually ascending through life until he reached the symbolic or nonsymbolic peak of a mountain, from where he would see his past and also how much farther he still had to climb, namely, what little remained of his future.

And what he saw was neither pretty nor good, neither bad nor ugly, it was what life had inevitably made of him and, more to the point, what he had inevitably made of life. And therein lies the problem: to what extent was what he made of life and what life made of him inevitable? To what extent was there a degree of choice? Oh no, now I’m getting all caught up in a story that I’ll never write.

And why, given that I’ve traveled quite a lot and have no wish to travel any more, why has it never occurred to me to write a travel book? If you’ll forgive the cliché: I am a mystery to myself. And part of that mystery is the fact that I read very little. Why is that? You would expect me to have a real hunger for books. As well as wanting to see what other writers do. And yet, I can only read things that, if possible, get straight to the point. No, I really don’t understand myself. The truth is that, even though I don’t understand myself, I’m slowly setting myself on the right path—although, again, I’ve no idea exactly where I’m heading. Generally speaking, I’m heading toward feeling more love for everything. Is “more love for everything” too vague? More love includes a greater propensity for finding what isn’t pretty pretty. And although the word human makes me shudder slightly, laden down as it is with so many various and vapid meanings, I feel that I am heading toward what is more human. At the same time, the things of the world—the objects—are becoming more and more important to me. I see objects almost in a detached way, I see them simply as they are. Sometimes they become fantastical and free, as if they had been born and not made by human hand. When I say I’m heading toward what is more human, that doesn’t mean losing the ability I sometimes have to see the thing as the thing itself. Because—and here I’m resorting to sophistry purely as self-defense—if I manage to move forward as a human being, why should I lose that ability as I become more human? Oh dear, that is pure sophistry. Then again, I’ve always felt rather drawn to sophistry as a way of reasoning, indeed, it’s become one of my defects. Which is perfectly understandable since I’ve always and often had to defend myself, and sophistry really helps. Who knows, perhaps now that I need to defend myself less, I can abandon reason-sophistry by the roadside. Perhaps I don’t need to win a debate any more in order to defend myself. Sophistry certainly helps you win debates—although it’s been years since I engaged in one—and offers a way of explaining to yourself your own inexplicable actions, etc. From now on, my defense will be this: Because I want to. And let that be enough.

All right, I’ve been writing this at thinking speed and I see now that I’ve drifted so far from my starting point that the title of this column no longer has anything to do with what I’ve written. Never mind.

August 29, 1970

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS FOR A SCHOOL EXERCISE BOOK

“What is the oldest thing in the world?”

“You could say that it’s God, who has always existed.”

“What is the most beautiful thing in the world?”

“The moment of inspiration.”

“And when God created the Universe did He do so in His greatest moment of inspiration?”

“The Universe has always existed. The cosmos is God.”

“What is the biggest thing that exists?”

“Love, which is the biggest mystery.”

“What is the most constant thing?”

“Fear. What a shame I can’t say ‘hope’.”

“What is the best feeling?”

“Loving and being loved in return, which might sound like a cliché, but it’s one of my truths.”

“Which is the most fleeting of feelings?”

“The most fleeting, which can be a mere flash, is the moment when a man and a woman sense in each other the promise of a great love.”

“What is the strongest feeling?”

“The instinct to exist.”

“What is the easiest thing to do?”

“To exist, once you’ve overcome your fear.”

“What is the most difficult thing to achieve?”

“The relative happiness that comes with self-knowledge.”

(Then the questions became more complicated.)

“Are you a timid writer?”

“Not when I write, no. On the contrary, I surrender to it entirely. As a person, I can occasionally be a bit shy.”

“How are your stories born? Do you plan them out before you write them?”

“No, they evolve as I write them, and they’re nearly always born out of a sensation—a word I happen to hear—an as yet nebulous nothing.”

“How do you feel during the act of writing? And when you’ve finished the book, do you feel concerned about its fate?”

“The good thing when I’m writing is that I show no sign of the great excitement that sometimes grips me. And however difficult the work, I feel a kind of painful happiness, painful because, with all my nerves exposed, I can’t wrap myself in the warm blanket of the banal, of the everyday. And once the book is ready and delivered to the publisher, I can say as Julio Cortázar did: pull the bow as taut as you can while you’re writing, then release the arrow and go and enjoy a bottle of wine with your friends. The arrow will fly through the air and will either hit or miss the target: only a fool would try to alter its trajectory or run after it to help it along a little, with his or her eyes on eternity and international fame.”

“What happens to the naturally humble person that you are while you’re engaged in the bold act of writing?”

“I unfurl into courage, even if, in my daily life, I remain timid. Besides, I’m only timid at certain moments, otherwise, it’s more a matter of modesty, which is also part of me. I’m both shy and bold: after an act of great boldness I grow shy again.”

“What would you say were your worst defects?”

“I’m not going to tell you my worst ones, because even I find them shocking. I can speak of those that are most prejudicial to my life. For example, a great hunger for everything, out of which springs a terrible impatience that is also prejudicial.”

“Do you feel and share in the problems of Brazilian life?”

“As a Brazilian, it would be strange if I didn’t feel and share in the life of my country. I don’t write about social problems, but I feel them intensely, and even as a child I was really shaken by the problems I saw with my own eyes.”

September 5, 1970

THE BIG QUESTIONS

I received a letter from Belo Horizonte, which, though unsigned, seems to require an answer. Unfortunately, I don’t have an answer. Perhaps one of my readers will. Here is the letter:

It’s both easy and possible to explain the fact that 99% of human beings go through a phase in their life when they’re unable to explain the meaning of their existence.

Perhaps they all feel like this when something in their ordinary life goes awry—that is, when they’re forced out of their normal routine. Or when their life of pleasure—in which they believe themselves to be happy—is snatched away from them, leaving them time to ponder a little. And what do they conclude? They see that all roads lead to old age, followed by the unavoidable fact of death. Some are untroubled by that future and immediately revert to their state of mediocre happiness. But what of those who have yet to find such happiness? They lose all sense of any meaning and spend the rest of their life searching for a logical explanation that will tell them what they are doing here.

Making a better world for our children? What a joke, when our parents, our grandparents and great-great-grandparents, generations over millennia and millennia, from our troglodyte ancestors onward, always nurtured that same ideal. And what do we find? Nothing but misery, a world full of prejudice, wars, conflicts, hunger and putrefaction, in which the new generations gradually discover the emptiness of their lives. Man should have been given a world made purely of happiness, in which his role would simply be to keep it beautiful and human for posterity, rather than be handed a filthy, rotten world, the mere sight of which soils his very soul—if such a thing exists.

Waves of people occasionally come out onto the street to protest against abuses—but what good does it do? None. Things carry on exactly the same. It only serves to get the organizers all riled up. By this, I don’t mean that the protests ought to have more of an impact, but that the people who organize those protests—about whatever—do not do so for the sake of others, they are protesting about something they have already felt or are afraid to feel. Is this a world or a circus?

What do scientific advances achieve? What difference does it make knowing about other planets when we still have so many things to discover about our own? It’s true that progress in science brings us relief from physical pain, brings comfort and repose for our body, amusement for our family. But … at what price? How many lives have been lost thanks to the discovery of the atom, which seemed to promise so much for humanity? How many more lives will be lost? Have modern engineering, science in general and the evolution of all humanity brought us only good things? No. Every improvement has brought with it the development of another weapon of destruction. Such inventions and discoveries have often brought real benefits, but, while seeking solutions to external problems, we are creating an inner world where our suffering is still greater. Let us not forget how patient the world has been and how, for many millennia, it has put up with our sufferings. But for how many more millennia can we put up with sufferings that loom ever larger?

I wish someone could answer this question for me: we are born and we live with sufferings and joys, dreams and memories—but why are we here? Or rather: What is the meaning of life? What explanation is there for our existence?

You who may never have thought of such things, think about them now, and then answer me.

These questions, these perplexities, have occurred to many many people. I don’t know if any of them would have an answer. I certainly don’t. All I can say is that there’s no logic to life. And that the beauty of being alive is equally illogical.

September 12, 1970

ON THE ADVANTAGES OF BEING A FOOL

“The fool, since he lacks all ambition, has time to see, listen and touch the world.”

“The fool is capable of sitting almost completely still for two hours. When asked why he doesn’t do something, he says: ‘I am doing something. I’m thinking.’”

“Being a fool sometimes offers a way out of problems, because brainy people always assume that the only way out is to be clever, whereas the fool is original and has spontaneous ideas.”

“The fool sees things that clever people don’t.”

“Clever people are so wary of other people’s cleverness that they relax in the company of the fool, who sees them simply as human beings.”

“The fool acquires the necessary freedom and wisdom to live.”

“The fool often seems to get overlooked. And yet, the fool is often a Dostoyevsky.”

“Obviously, there are disadvantages. For example, a foolish woman trusted a stranger from whom she bought a secondhand air conditioner: the stranger said it was new, almost unused, because he had moved to Gávea where it’s cooler. The woman bought the unit without even bothering to inspect it. The result: it didn’t work. The engineer she called said the unit was in such bad shape that it would cost a fortune to repair: it would be cheaper to buy a new one.”

“On the other hand, the advantage of being a fool is that a fool always acts in good faith, distrusts no one, and lives a tranquil life. Whereas the smart person cannot sleep at night for fear of being conned.”

“The smart person triumphs, but the price he pays is a stomach ulcer. The fool doesn’t even notice that he has triumphed.”

“A word of advice: don’t confuse the fool with an idiot.”

“Disadvantage: the fool might get stabbed in the back by someone he would have thought incapable of such treachery. That is one of the misfortunes the fool will not have foreseen. Julius Caesar died saying those famous words: ‘Et tu, Brute?’”

“The fool doesn’t complain, but, oh, how he exclaims!”

“The fools and their drollery are sure to go to heaven.”

“If Christ had been smarter, he wouldn’t have died on the cross.”

“The fool is always so nice that some smart people try to pass themselves off as fools.”

“Being a fool is a creative act, and, like all creative work, it isn’t easy. That’s why smart people never succeed in passing themselves off as fools.”

“Smart people profit from others. Whereas the fool profits from living.”

“Blessed are the foolish for they know and no one knows that they know. Not that they care if anyone does.”

“Some places are better suited to the fool (and don’t confuse a fool with an idiot, halfwit or dunce). Minas Gerais, for example, is a good place to be a fool. Pity all those poor people who weren’t born there!”

“Chagall is a fool, he paints a cow flying over the houses.”

“It’s almost impossible to avoid feeling overwhelmed with love for a fool. That’s because only a fool is capable of feeling overwhelming love. And only love makes the fool.”

September 26, 1970

POSTERITY WILL JUDGE US

When they discover a preventive medicine for the flu, future generations won’t understand what we were talking about. While it lasts, the flu is one of the most difficult of physical afflictions to recover from. Having the flu means knowing a great many things which, if they hadn’t been known, would never have needed to be known. It’s like experiencing a pointless catastrophe, a catastrophe minus the tragedy. It’s a cowardly lament that only another flu victim can understand. How will people in the future comprehend that having the flu was a human condition? We are flu-ridden beings who will one day be judged either harshly or ironically.

YOUR SECRET

Poisoned flowers in the vase. Purple, blue, red, they carpet the air. Such hospital opulence. I have never seen flowers more beautiful or more dangerous. So that is your secret. Your secret is so like you that it reveals nothing to me beyond what I already know. And I know so little that I could be your enigma. Just as you are mine.

TEN YEARS

“I’ll be ten tomorrow. I’m going to make the most of my last day as a nine-year-old.”

A pause, sadness.

“But, Mom, my soul isn’t ten.”

“How old is it?”

“I think it’s about eight.”

“Well, that’s all right, isn’t it?”

“But I think we should count our age by the age of our soul. People would say: that guy died when his soul was twenty. And yet when the guy died, his body was seventy years old.”

Later, he started to sing, then broke off to say:

“I’m singing in honor of myself. But, Mom, I haven’t made good use of my ten years of life.”

“Yes, you have.”

“No, I don’t mean by doing things, doing this and that. I mean that I haven’t been happy enough. What’s wrong? Are you sad?”

“No, but come over here so I can give you a kiss.”

“See, you said you weren’t sad, but look how many times you’ve kissed me! When a person kisses another person that many times it’s because she’s sad.”

October 3, 1970

A MYSTERIOUS REALM

September 21 was the Day of the Tree, which must have meant a lot of work for many elementary school children, who would doubtless have had to write a composition on the subject: with their souls yawning, they would have written that the tree gives shade, fruit and so on.

However, as far as I know, there is no Day of the Plant or, rather, of Planting. And that day is important for the human experience of children and adults alike. To plant is to create in Nature. A kind of creation that cannot be replaced by any other.

I remember, when I was a child, going to spend the day on a farm. It was a glorious day: I lovingly and with great excitement planted a corn stalk. Afterward, I would sometimes ask how it was getting on.

Later, in Switzerland, I put a tomato plant in a lovely big pot. When the small, hard, green tomatoes began to appear, I thought it was just amazing that I had caused that birth: I had entered into the mystery of Nature. The first thing I did when I woke each morning was to carefully examine the plant: it was as if it used the darkness of night to grow. Waiting for something to ripen is an exquisite experience—as is any act of artistic creation that depends on the slow working of the unconscious. Except that the plants are their own unconscious.

In that other realm, the plant is born, grows, ripens and dies. With no desire to satisfy some instinct. Or perhaps I’m wrong and there are primitive instincts in the vegetable kingdom. My tomato plant seemed to bear red tomatoes because that is what it wanted to do, with, as its sole objective, being red, and without the slightest intention of being useful. Using the tomatoes as food is a matter for humans.

One of mankind’s finest, most expansive and generous gestures is that of walking slowly over a plowed field, sowing seeds.

And when the tomatoes are big and round and red? That’s the time to pick them. It was with real excitement that I saw, sitting on a dinner plate, those tomatoes that were more mine than one of my books. Except that I didn’t have the courage to eat them. As if eating them were a sacrilege, as if I were going against some natural law. Because a tomato plant is art for art’s sake. With no benefit to itself, producing tomatoes.

The rhythm of plants is a slow one: it takes patience and love to grow them.

Going into the Botanical Garden is like being transported into a whole new realm. That cluster of entirely free beings. The air that you breathe is green. And moist. That’s the slightly intoxicating smell of sap: thousands of plants full of vital sap. In the wind, the translucent voices of the leaves enfold us in a subtle, gentle mesh of unrecognizable sounds. We sit on a bench doing nothing: we sit there simply allowing the world to be. The vegetable kingdom has no intelligence and only one instinct—to live. Perhaps it’s precisely that lack of intelligence and lack of instincts that make us linger for so long inside that vegetable kingdom.

I remember my elementary school teacher making every student write something about a shipwreck, a fire and the Day of the Tree. I wrote with extreme reluctance and considerable difficulty: even then, I couldn’t write unless inspired. Let this article be the composition they obliged me to write when I was little.

October 10, 1970

MEMORY OF A SWISS SPRING

It was very dry that spring, and the radio crackled, picking up static, our clothes bristled with static electricity, our hair clung to the comb as if magnetized: it was a hard spring. And very empty. Wherever you happened to be, you set off into the distance: never had there been so many paths. We spoke little; our bodies heavy with sleep, our eyes wide and blank. On the balcony, along with the fish in the aquarium, we drank a cool drink, gazing out at the countryside. The dreams of the goats wafted in from the fields on the breeze. At the other table on the balcony sat a solitary faun. We stared into our drinks and dreamed static dreams inside the glass. “What did you say?” “I didn’t say anything.” Days and more days passed. All it took, though, was a brief moment of tuning in for us again to pick up the barbed static of spring: the imprudent dreams of goats, the entirely empty fish, a sudden tendency to steal fruit, the crowned faun performing solitary leaps. “What?” “Nothing, I didn’t say anything.” But I could hear a stirring, like a heart beating under the earth. Keeping very still, I pressed my ear to the earth and I could hear the summer forging a path inside, and my heart under the earth, no, really, I didn’t say anything!—and I felt the patient brutality with which the closed earth was opening up inside to give birth, and I knew with what a weight of sweetness the summer would ripen a hundred thousand oranges, and knew that those oranges were mine—simply because I wanted them to be.

THE LITTLE MONSTER

He is top of his class. He doesn’t play around. (His secret is a snail.) His hair is neatly trimmed, his eyes delicate and attentive. His courteous nine-year-old flesh is still transparent. He’s full of an innate politeness: he picks things up without breaking them. He lends books to his fellow students, helps anyone who asks for help with their homework, never gets impatient with ruler and triangle, never behaves badly like so many other rowdy students.

His secret is a snail. He never forgets him for a moment. His secret is a snail that he treats with cold, tormenting care. He keeps it in a shoebox. Every day, very gently, he sticks a needle and thread into the snail. Very carefully and attentively he is delaying its death. His secret is a snail, which he tends with insomniac precision.

POETRY

“Today I wrote a composition about Flag Day, it was really, really good … I even used words that I don’t really know.”

ABSTRACT AND FIGURATIVE

So often, in painting, music and literature, what people call abstract seems to me merely the figurative version of a more delicate, more difficult reality, less visible to the naked eye.

October 17, 1970

SCLIAR: THIRTY YEARS OF PAINTING

A retrospective of the work of Carlos Scliar opened at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio on September 15 and will continue until October 30. On Sundays, entry is free; so far, about four thousand people have attended those free Sundays, and on other days, there has been an average of a hundred paying visitors per day. This exhibition is motivated by what might seem to be rather contradictory motives. Scliar feels that only now is he really beginning: “We spend part of our life trying to master the means through which we can communicate our ideas, our feelings, but in order for that to happen, we need to be confident in the means at our disposal, and that involves spending much of our life working away in a highly disciplined and dogged fashion,” he told me. Scliar believes he is beginning to master those means and is still only fifty years old. So why the retrospective? It’s a kind of audit for both the painter and for those viewing his paintings. At a time when there are plenty of people asking questions and very few providing any answers, Scliar thought it important to show the people he knows and respects and those he doesn’t know, but also respects, that art is not something you can just throw together. And the exhibition is simply gorgeous.

Roberto Pontual wrote and edited a book entitled Scliar—o real em reflexo e transfiguração (Scliar—reality reflected and transfigured). This is the first book in the series Arte: Multicosmo, which focuses on outstanding artists of the last thirty years who, like Carlos Scliar, have made a real impact on Brazilian art. It includes magnificent reproductions of his work. The book is a real labor of love, understanding and respect on the part of Roberto Pontual.

José Paulo Moreira da Fonseca said of Scliar: “This is an artist who reveres the visible world and has no desire to distort it. What we do not see are the details, the accidental. And that is the key to his work, which is a highly refined synthesis through which Scliar captures the very essence of things, which, in his paintings, emerges in permanent form, in a reality that rises above all vicissitudes. Scliar’s work offers us a tranquil reconstruction of the world, a spectacle of order, where the visual takes on an almost mathematical rigor, a kind of pre-way of being, a sort of general assembly.”

Walmir Ayala added: “Carlos Scliar is an artist fixated on the problem of clarification, in search of a lasting lucidity that becomes part of a permanent debate with the young, as if he found in the young a permanent renewal of some obscure, as yet to be revealed point, as if he saw in them a source of provocative questions that only add to and confirm a world of coloristic subtleties; Carlos Scliar is someone who keeps a firm hold on his inner identity, someone frugal with his emotions, and who only reveals himself on the clear paths of the aesthetic debate, reserving for the co-rational dialogue with the majority the delicate breath of a flower that rises up intact in the midst of all the blood and drama, to offer us a plastic language that brings life and light to the silence … Carlos Scliar owes no one anything, he plunges fearlessly into the pulsating mystery, which he attempts to reveal through the materials he uses, and does so with all the persistence and dedication of a philosopher. His instinct is guided by the sleeping volcano of his inner maturity, and the lava from said volcano spills over onto a pair of scales, on which the pointer is never wrong …”

Vinícius de Moraes: “In a crazy artistic world like ours, Scliar’s coherence as a painter is admirable. His path, with a few rare stops along the way to catch his breath, has always taken him onward and upward. And the lovely thing about this poet of the objective world is that success and prosperity have not affected his angelic nature one iota, have not compromised his innate discipline and frugality. True, he now wears better quality and better tailored suits, but he does so with the same modesty as the young fellow I first met at Oswaldo de Andrade’s house in São Paulo …”

In 1966, when I interviewed Scliar for the magazine Manchete, I hadn’t seen him for a long time—perhaps not since the golden age of that other magazine Senhor—and so we spent the first few minutes of our meeting in mutually effusive expressions of friendship. I like Scliar, it’s as simple as that. A liking quite independent of my great admiration for his work. In the middle of our conversation, Scliar said:

“I think communication is fundamental, and I’m a man who likes people and trusts the people who work and produce everything around us. My ambition is to make my paintings a kind of Esperanto that would instill everyone with hope and strength.”

And later on: “None of this means that I’m not isolated. But I think that’s inevitable in anyone who produces art. However, I also think that any work of art is multiplied, amplified and transformed by the eyes of the viewer into something I could never have foreseen.”

He went on: “I think that when someone builds his profession, he takes on a responsibility for himself and for others. As you’ve probably noticed, I’m basically an optimist, because I believe in the destinies of humanity. That might sound rather vague, but I consider myself to be a man rich in everything that others have built for me. My responsibility begins the very moment I realize this and immediately want to give something back. However little I achieve, if I manage to stimulate ideas and feelings and other things I’m unaware of in those who look at my work, then I, too, will be building something.”

October 24, 1970

ABOUT THE MEANING OF LIFE

I don’t know if my readers read or remember what I wrote on Saturday, September 5, under the heading “Big questions.” I published a letter from someone in Belo Horizonte asking if anyone could explain the meaning of life. I replied that I certainly couldn’t, that all I knew was that life has no logic, and that the beauty of being alive is equally illogical.

The question prompted an avalanche of letters: it appears to be a problem common to everyone. Special mentions go to Cecília (Rio), Miriam Estelita Lins Barbosa (Governador), Maria da Glória Teixeira Garcia (João Pessoa, Paraíba), Antônio Mauro (Rio), José (surname illegible) (São Paulo), and Carlos Alberto (Bahia). I received many letters saying that there was only one answer to that reader from Belo Horizonte: God.

Below is the letter sent by Senhor Elói Terra (Porto Alegre, Rio Grande do Sul), in which life is a woman and a town:

I read the letter you reprinted in Caderno B (September 5, 1970). On a first reading, it seemed to me similar to many conversations I’ve been privy to. If it hadn’t been for your name at the bottom of the column, I would have forgotten all about it. But I have great respect for your name. I couldn’t allow it to be taken in vain. And so I reread the letter. On a second reading, I began to familiarize myself with certain passages, just as we get to know the main streets of a town once we’ve walked around it a few times. And so I strolled through the letter again, carefully avoiding the main streets. I peered around the corners of side streets. I walked down them. And I began to enjoy the town once I was brave enough to venture into its cul-de-sacs and forbidden zones. I walked a lot and found nearly everything that people are capable of doing … but no people. And, I confess, I felt a growing pulse of panic in my beating heart. A beautifully constructed town, beautiful and strong as the world and as life, but empty of people. I then went to visit the town cemetery. There I found many dead people who had no desire to listen to me, but wanted only to tell me of their misfortunes, and how they had died and how they thought they had lived. I listened to them. There were people who had been killed by cancer, by an atomic bomb, by love, hunger, hatred, poverty. And none of them had died because they had once lived. And there were no flowers in the cemetery. I tried again to talk to them, but they weren’t interested and shut themselves away in their tombs. Once more I was alone in that lovely, deserted town. I went back to walking the streets in search of someone who would listen to me. And when, with my heart clenched tight with sadness, I left the town, a very soft voice spoke to me. And I turned and saw, very close to my face, the pale face of a young woman. Her smile was gentle. And she kissed my lips and whispered: “We were born and live with suffering and joy, dreams and memories—but why are we here? Look! Now there are lots of people in the streets. Before, you couldn’t see them because you were too busy trying to find them. And people are elusive. They don’t like to be discovered. They prefer to discover. A contradiction? No, my dear friend. That, quite simply, is life. See how eager they are to get close to each other. But see, too, how afraid they are. And you ask me what is the meaning of life, my friend. Look at me. Am I beautiful? Am I ugly? Am I Protestant? Am I Catholic? Are you quite sure I’m a woman? No, my friend, you are not. You want to be sure because that consoles and encourages you. Even listening to my soft voice, even looking at my pale face, even smelling my perfume and allowing yourself to be wrapped in a dream when my lips touched yours; even then you weren’t sure. To find out if I am a woman, you need to undress me, caress me and possess me. Would you have the courage? Why don’t you try? Is that how you want to find an explanation for your existence? You’re extremely self-centered, presumptuous and childish. What you want is for me to get undressed and freely offer myself to you. That way, my friend, you will never have me. Look! I’m really close to you. And I like you. And I desire you. And I love you. And I’m tempting you to come closer. Embrace me and abandon your vocation to be God. Be a man.” When I reached out my arms to the young woman, she nimbly dodged out of the way. And she smiled and said in a loud, stern voice: “Come on, you idiot, try and possess me! I don’t give myself to the pitying and the perplexed. I’m always waiting for the warriors, the bold, and those who aren’t afraid to possess me in the knowledge that they will one day lose me. Come on, you idiot, try again!” And I tried again, and again she dodged me. And she struck my face with a stone: “Come on, you sleepwalker! Wake up! Don’t fail now out of fascination and disrespect for my face, which you find beautiful. Don’t treat my hands with such reverence. They hurt you, didn’t they? Aren’t you going to do something?”

I bent down to pick up the stone and struck her with it too. And then she bent down and gently took my hand and rested her cheek on mine: “Would you have the courage to hurt me? Would you have the courage to break my heart? Think, my love. Think very gently.”

And the young woman burst into tears, and I was so touched that I folded her in a tender embrace. I lay her down and pressed my swollen, supplicant lips to hers. But when I kissed her, she bit me fiercely, angrily. Then she sprang to her feet and laughed out loud. “Do you still want me? Then chase me. Run, I’m waiting for you, and I have a lot of love in my heart. And stones in my hands. Come and find in me the explanation for your existence. Go on, get up! Chase me!”

And I left the town with the taste of blood in my mouth, with love and loathing in my heart, with that young woman in my thoughts, with a stone in my hand, and filled with a warm feeling of tenderness, combined with a seething rage at the complaining dead and a deep desire to become a man and to be able, one day, to possess that young woman.

Signed: Elói Terra.

October 31, 1970

JUST AN INSECT

I could hardly believe what I was seeing, because it was so unexpected, so subtle: there was an insect, pale green and with long legs. It was an esperança,fn12 which I have always been told is a bringer of good luck. Then the esperança started walking lightly over the mattress. It was a transparent green, with legs that kept its body on a level and, so to speak, free, a “level” that was as fragile as those legs, which seemed to be made purely of color. There appeared to be nothing inside those legs: the interior so smooth as to be all surface. It looked like a drawing which had leapt greenly off the page and walked. But it walked in a somnambular, determined fashion. Somnambular: a tiny leaf from a tree that had gained the solitary independence of those who follow the faint path of a destiny. And it walked with the determination of someone tracing a line invisible to me. It walked without a tremor. Its inner mechanism wasn’t tremulous exactly, but it had the regular vibration of the most fragile of clocks. What would love be like between two esperanças? Green and green, then the same green and, suddenly, out of those vibrating greens, more green. A love predestined by its own semiaerial mechanism. But where were the glands of its destiny, the adrenalines of its gaunt, green interior? Because it was a hollow being, a grafting together of twigs, a mere elective affinity of green lines. Like me? Me. Us? Us. In that skinny, long-legged esperança, which could walk over your chest without troubling the rest of your body, in that esperança that cannot possibly be hollow, in that esperança an atomic energy with no tragic consequences sets off in silence. Us? Us.

TWO WAYS

It’s as if I were trying to make the most not of immediate life, but of a profounder life that offers me two ways of being: in life, I observe a lot, I’m a very active observer, I have a sense of humor, a sense of the absurd and of irony, and I take sides. When I write, I make what you might call passive observations, so interior that they write themselves even as they’re being felt, almost without any so-called process. That’s why when I write, I don’t choose, I cannot multiply myself by a thousand, and I feel worthless despite myself.

November 7, 1970

BEFORE THE WORLD CUP

I once met João Saldanha—before Brazil’s victory in Mexico and before he was replaced by Zagallo.fn13 Our conversation was supposed to about women and soccer. It’s a masculine game, yet more and more women are going to matches. Is that because today’s young women understand soccer and enjoy watching a game? Or because the stadiums where this vital sport is played are the best place to meet young men and possible boyfriends? At the time we had this conversation, João Saldanha was the man of the day.

In person, he’s an interesting, good-looking man, and completely without pretensions. He’s too busy to pretend to be what he’s not, too busy dealing with his illustrious past.

To my surprise, he told me that he’s not obsessed by soccer, even though he’s been involved in the game since he was about eight. I asked him what were our chances for 1970. All our opponents, he said, include us in the list of favorites, which means we’re in a very good position—if we weren’t he wouldn’t be involved. I asked who he considered to be our fiercest opponents in the run-up to the 1970 World Cup. (At that stage, we were still only in the qualifying round.) He named Colombia and Paraguay. If we get through the qualifying rounds—and Saldanha was absolutely sure that we would—our chances in Mexico were fairly evenly balanced. However, he considered that the teams we should fear most were England, Germany, Hungary, Argentina, Italy and Uruguay, not to mention the hosts, Mexico.

When I asked João Saldanha what it took to be a real champion, he said you needed to be as good as Pelé, Garrincha, Di Stefano, Puskas or Bobby Charlton. Given that Brazilians, particularly Brazilian soccer players, tend to be individualists, and brilliant dribblers even in their private lives, how (I asked) can you make that type of personality conform to the more modern concept of soccer, which tends to emphasize team spirit and the collective effort as the key to victory? He agreed that the Brazilian player is definitely an individualist, but that this didn’t go against the idea of soccer as a team effort, on the contrary: you could only organize large groups of players if they included big individualists, big names. He said that, having seen our players perform in sixty-two different countries, in the most diverse and most prestigious competitions, he knew they wouldn’t quail before any battle, however fierce. “Our players have definitely reached international maturity, which is why all the other countries reckon we’re the favorites to win the Cup.” I asked what lineup he would use to win the Cup, the much-used 4-3-4? He might, he said, opt for that or even 5-3-3. I asked again what our chances were of winning the Cup. Three years before the 1966 World Cup, the English coach, Alf Ramsey, was already saying that England would win the title, and they did. Believing you’re going to win is a great weapon: Churchill used it when he repeated over and over that the Allies were going to win the war. Saldanha believes that we will win. I asked if he would miss Garrincha’s dribbling skills. Any team would miss that, he said, but Jair was pretty good too. I asked: do you think the team with the loudest supporters always wins? “If that was true, then Italy would be unbeatable, no supporters are louder than the Italians—after all, they’re opera singers.” I asked if he was aware that whenever he appeared on television, women were electrified by his nonchalant air. Saldanha gave a rather wry smile. His wife Teresa laughed too. I learned that if he wasn’t working as a coach, he’d like to be a journalist. As everyone knows, João can be quite temperamental, and sometimes gives the impression of being an irascible fellow who just barely keeps the lid on his irascibility; he, though, thinks of himself as an easygoing Brazilian citizen who only reacts when provoked: “I’ve never started a fight.”

He’s known many thrilling soccer moments: Brazil versus Czechoslovakia in 1938, Brazil versus Argentina in the Pan-American Games in Mexico, the 1958 matches in Sweden, Brazil versus Spain in 1962 in Chile, and various Botafogo matches, especially the 1957 game against Fluminense and the 1967 game against America in the final of the Guanabara Cup.

I told him that I’d had the chance to talk to Zagallo (this was before he replaced Saldanha) and said how much I liked him. I asked if he might use him at some point. Saldanha spoke very warmly of Zagallo, and said he was doing great work with his beloved Botafogo.

By then, we’d had our second cup of coffee and smoked several cigarettes. Everyone knows what happened next: he was replaced by Zagallo, and after months of preparation, we won our great victory.

November 14, 1970

CLARIFICATIONS FOR THOSE READERS WHO WRITE TO ME

I receive innumerable letters from readers and, alas, I don’t have time to respond to them or have a secretary to do so for me. As for responding to them in the space the Jornal do Brasil allows me, I should say that I’ve done so a couple of times. But Alberto Dines was quite right when he said to me: if you use your column to answer readers’ letters, you won’t have space for anything of your own. It’s a shame because it’s useful to be in more direct touch with my readers and I really enjoy receiving the letters, all of which I read with great interest and affection.

MESSAGE FOR DRUMMOND

Another thing: I cannot—it’s not my job to—publish any of the literary texts people send me: quite apart from the fact that I’m not a critic, it would also change the whole tenor of my column. I often wish I could, but I can’t, Ciro (Juiz de Fora).

Still less poetry, G. O. (São Paulo), despite what you say about all Brazilians being poets. I make only one exception: I will happily publish any poem written by my colleague on the back page of Caderno B, Senhor Carlos Drummond de Andrade. Would you care to use my column to publish one of your poems? It would be an honor (and I would, of course, give you my fee). I mean it, Drummond.

One day, I phoned Drummond to tell him that I had dreamed about him—I can’t remember now what happened in the dream. And he said: Thank you very much for letting me visit you in your dreams. I thought that was a lovely response.

Well, Drummond, I’ve since dreamed of you on two other occasions, but I didn’t want to bother you again by phoning to tell you. This is just to say that you continue to visit me. Welcome. I promise to receive you in a translucent, or perhaps a phosphorescent atmosphere, or in the dark, lit by many twinkling fireflies. I don’t wish to boast about my nights, but, modesty aside, I am proud to say that I dream in color. To welcome you, I will prepare an orchard full of fruit, or a spot somewhere close to the vastest and bluest of seas or a table covered with a white cloth and delicious food. My dreams are at your disposal.

A FINAL EXPLANATION

I occasionally receive a letter asking if I’m Russian or Brazilian, and all kinds of myths get woven around me.

I’m going to explain this once and for all: I’m sorry to say that there’s no mystery that might justify those myths. The story goes as follows: I was born in Ukraine, where my parents were from. I was actually born in a village called Tchetchelnik, which is too tiny and insignificant to appear on any map. When my mother was pregnant with me, my parents were already on their way either to the United States or to Brazil, they hadn’t yet decided: they stopped in Tchetchelnik for me to be born, then proceeded on their way. I arrived in Brazil when I was only two months old.

I am, therefore, a naturalized Brazilian when, had I arrived just two months earlier, I could have been a Brazilian born and bred. I’ve made my inner life and my most private thoughts out of the Portuguese language, and have used it to speak words of love. I began writing little stories as soon as I could read and write, and I wrote them in Portuguese of course. I was brought up in Recife, and I believe that living in the north or the northeast of Brazil means living a genuinely Brazilian life more intensely and more intimately, because life in the interior remains uninfluenced by the customs of other countries. I learned all my superstitions in Pernambuco, and my favorite recipes are pernambucanas. And I learned the rich local folklore from our maids.

My family moved to Rio when I was still an adolescent, to the big, cosmopolitan city that soon became for me carioca Brazil.

As for my French r’s, which give me a foreign air, that is merely a speech defect: I simply can’t speak any other way. It’s a defect that my friend Dr. Pedro Bloch says could easily be corrected, and that he could do this for me. But I’m lazy, and I know that I wouldn’t do the necessary exercises at home. And besides, my r’s don’t bother me at all. Another mystery elucidated.

What will never be elucidated though is my fate. If my family had opted for the United States, would I have become a writer, and in English? I would probably have married an American and had American children. And my life would have been completely different. What would I write about? What would I love? What political party would I belong to? What kind of friends would I have? A mystery.

November 21, 1970

THE DAY HAS FINALLY COME—AD AETERNITATEM

When he was very little, one of my sons said to me in great alarm:

“Someone told me that we’re living in the twentieth century, is that true?”

“It is,” I said, looking at his anxious little face.

“Goodness, Mom,” he exclaimed, horrified: “we’re so behind the times!”

SILENT WARNING

In all the visitations I’ve received, they came in, sat down and said nothing. I understood.

A BEING CALLED REGINA

Regina is eighty-two and lives alone in her tiny apartment. No one calls her Dona Regina, children don’t, nor do grown-ups or other older people: she’s simply Regina. Every day, she walks down to the beach, where she sits on a bench to take the sun and the fresh air. She may be a little bird, but she sometimes wakes up in a bad mood. On one such day, she was sitting on the bench and Alfredo, one of her young friends said: “Do you want to play, Regina?” But she didn’t reply. The boy repeated his invitation. Then she mumbled an answer in the gruff voice of someone who hasn’t yet spoken to anyone that day. Alfredo turned to his mother who was standing close by and said sadly: “Mama, Regina’s batteries are low today!”

Occasionally, Regina writes something down on a piece of paper with no intention of showing it to anyone or of publishing it. She’s keeping a diary.

One morning, a young woman who lives in the same building was strolling along the front, pushing a pram. Her eyes met Regina’s for a moment, and she smiled. Regina reciprocated with a rather faint smile.

When the young woman returned home, though, she found a piece of paper that had been pushed under her door.

The note said: “Thank you for the smile. Regina.”

ABSOLVED!

I received a six-page letter about my children’s book The Woman who Killed the Fish. The letter writer is responding to a particular sentence in the book: “You’re not to blame, the fish didn’t die because someone was wicked but from neglect. You’re not to blame.”

The letter is signed by Senhorita Inês Kopschitz Praxedes, who lives in Rua Maria Balbina Fortes 87, Niterói. Only at the end of the letter does she tell me her age—ten.

Inês writes about the animals she’s had or still has. She’s had goldfish and some freshwater fish. She has one cat called Nefertite. And another called Fígaro. Another cat called Pussy bears the surname Yellow, because he has yellow patches. Another cat is called Jacket, because “her black fur makes her looks like she’s wearing a jacket.” She has another cat called Ugly Bug. The last cat is called Pompom; he’s skinny, brindled and very bright. One day, Inês saw a cockroach drowning in some water, “I saved her and named her Rita.” She has also kept mice. She had three pregnant lizards that produced many eggs. She had a rabbit called Dudu. “She got ill and they say she died of pneumonia. I’ve read The Mystery of the Thinking Rabbit and I really liked it.” She has never had ducks, only chickens. Her father wanted to eat the first one they had, but she pleaded and pleaded with him and managed to save her: her name was Alice. She died of a strange disease. She has another chicken, alive and well, called Catita. The other chicken is called Susana. She’s twice had three chicks. Ouro Prata, Paládio and Qui Qué Có. They were eaten by the puppy they own called Pipo. Their other dog, Lady, turned up on their veranda one day and moved in with Inês. She’s never had a marmoset, but was given two tortoises: Touché and Felícia. She has a parakeet called Ando (I think, I couldn’t quite decipher the writing), and another lady parakeet. Sininha was another one. She has a parrot called Neneca. Inês tells me each animal’s name along with some anecdote, plus a note about their respective personalities, what they eat and where they sleep. I bought her a postcard with a picture of a tortoise and lots of little white eggs. And I thanked her for not considering me to be the guilty party, and to have absolved me of all blame. Senhorita Inês and I are friends.

November 28, 1970

SPAIN

It was almost not-singing, in the sense that singing involves the use of the voice to make music. It was almost not a voice, in the sense that the voice usually articulates words. Flamenco singing predates the voice, it’s the human breath. An occasional word escapes, revealing the subject matter of that silent song: living, loving and dying. Those three unspoken words were interrupted by laments and modulations. Modulations of the breath, the first stage of the voice that captures suffering in its first stage as a groan, and captures joy too in its first stage as another groan. And a shout. Then another shout, this time of sheer joy to have been shouted out. The dark, grubby audience huddles round the singer. When one of those modulations lasts so long that it dies out in a sigh, the audience, as exhausted as the singer, murmurs an olé, like an amen, a dying ember.

There’s also an impatient song that the voice alone cannot express: then it’s interrupted by a nervous, insistent stamping, and the olé that breaks in over and over is no longer an amen, it’s an incitement, the black bull. The singer, teeth almost clenched, lends the voice the blindness of the race, but the audience demand more and more, until they reach the orgasmic moment: Spain.

I’ve also heard the absent song. It’s made up of a silence interspersed with shouts from the audience. Inside that silent clearing, like a burning seed, a small, dark, lean man, hands on hips, head thrown back, stamps out the incessant rhythm of that absent song. No music. It’s not even a dance. Stamping predates organized dance—it’s the body made manifest, the feet communicating rage in a language that Spain understands. The audience concentrates furiously on its own silence. Now and then, a hoarse urgent cry from a gypsy woman, all dirt and red rags, in whom hunger has become passion and menace. It wasn’t a spectacle, it wasn’t something to be watched: the person listening was as essential as someone stamping their feet in silence. This goes on for hours, until they drop with exhaustion, communicating in a language whose words, if it ever had any, became lost over the centuries—until the oral tradition began to be passed from father to son like a rush of blood.

And I saw a couple dancing flamenco. I know no other dance in which the rivalry between man and woman is so laid bare. War is declared so openly there’s no need for tricks and ruses: there are moments when the woman becomes almost masculine, and the man gazes at her admiringly. While the Moor in Spain is still a Moor, the Moorish woman lost her easy charm when confronted by Basque bluntness: the Moorish woman in Spain is a cockerel until love transforms her into a Maja.

Conquest is hard won in that dance. While the man speaks with his insistent feet, the woman traces the aura of her own body with her splayed hands like two fans: that is how she magnetizes herself, prepares to become both touchable and untouchable. But when you least expect it, she puts one foot forward and stamps three times. The man shudders at such coarseness, retreats, freezes. There is a dancing silence. Slowly, the man again raises his arms and warily—out of fear not modesty—tries, with his spread hands, to encircle his partner’s proud head. He does this several times and, briefly, even turns his back on her, possibly risking being knifed. The only reason she doesn’t knife him is because she suddenly recognizes his courage: he is her man. She stamps her feet, head up, as a first declaration of love: she has finally found her companion and her enemy. The two withdraw, bristling with emotion. They have recognized each other. They love each other.

Now the dance proper begins. The man is dark, tiny; obstinate. She is austere and dangerous. She wears her hair scraped back from her face, proud of her own severity. So vital is the dance that it’s hard to believe life can carry on afterward: this man and this woman will die. Other dances are merely a wistful memory of that courage. This dance is courage. Other dances are joyful. This is a dance of somber joy. Or else there’s no room for joy. It is the mortal triumph of being alive that matters. Neither of them laughs or forgives. Do they understand each other? They’ve never given it a thought, each having brought their own self as their sole standard. And whoever is vanquished—this is a dance in which both are vanquished—will not then grow sweetly submissive, but will retain those Spanish eyes, glinting with love and anger. The defeated—both will be defeated—will, like a slave, pour the other some wine. Although that wine, when jealousy rears its head, might well contain a fatal poison. The survivor will feel avenged. But for ever alone. Because only that woman could be his enemy, only that man could be hers, and they had chosen each other for the dance.

December 5, 1970

THE MOST PRODUCTIVE “INDULGENCE”

The writer Dinah Silveira de Queirozfn14 has, for the second time, presented her candidacy to the Brazilian Academy in a letter addressed to the president of the Academy, Professor Austregésilo de Athayde. She had presented an identical request on July 22 only to be rejected. What prompted Dinah Silveira de Queiroz to repeat that request—quite apart from her earlier argument that an association formed to promote literature should not discriminate against women—was the fact that the French Academy has recently accepted a female candidate: the writer and journalist Françoise Parturier.

Dinah is the recipient of the Machado de Assis Prize, which is the Academy’s highest honor, celebrating the whole of an author’s work. At the end of the statement signed by Aníbal Freire, Pedro Calmon and other members of the Academy, they speak of her “ability to describe all kinds of psychological situations, to shape a complex novel out of her vivid recreation of the wild determination of the early pioneers, a work that will guarantee her a place among the greats of contemporary literature. This is why we are conferring upon her the Machado de Assis Prize of 1954, the 400th anniversary of the founding of São Paulo, in whose honor she wrote A Muralha (The wall).”

Why do they not use these same arguments to justify her entry into the Academy?

Dinah is what you might call “a success.” But neither the successes nor the difficulties she has encountered have in any way dented her serenity; even in person she appears to hover above things, while remaining supremely attentive: her natural state is one of serenity. She, however, says that she can easily fly into a Biblical rage, especially when the blood of her Spanish ancestors goes to her head.

She has been a writer for more than thirty years, beginning with her famous novel Floradas na serra (Mountain flowers). She hasn’t stopped writing since. She has written more than nine thousand crônicas, which she reads out on Rádio Nacional under the title Café de Manhã. This broadcast, which, as she herself points out, is not her literature (which includes Margarida la Rocque, Verão dos infiéis [Summer of the infidels], etc.), does, however, bring her a huge mass audience, which gives her a certain self-confidence. She is definitely one of our most productive writers. According to her, though, she had to overcome her innate laziness … she was, she says, born lazy. When she first began writing, she would go back to bed, where she would labor away in the most indolent fashion, a statement that, in others, would seem a contradiction in terms. Since publishing A Muralha, she has started dictating her work, which means that she has time to produce eight crônicas a week and a novel usually every two years, as well as fulfilling her social duties as the wife of a diplomat. She is married to the minister Dario Castro Alves. But Dinah is very kind about failed writers:

“Like the classic shipwrecked sailor, all writers are trying to put a message in a bottle and launch it out to sea. Very often that message gets lost. But I think we should at the very least respect that attempt at communication. I would never laugh about or make fun of a failed writer. Is it a matter of luck? Is it the hand of God the Father, or having the humility to write and rewrite? The truth is that if the message arrives, we are saved, we are writers.”

Her creative process when writing novels, stories, etc., is one that requires her to immerse herself in the subject matter. Usually, she goes and lies down, and everyone thinks she’s just resting, but in reality she’s thinking hard about some character or situation. When the whole plot is ready inside her, then she starts writing almost without interruption. Her favorite of her own books is Margarida la Rocque, perhaps because she wrote it during a time of great suffering.

Being married to a diplomat, she is constantly traveling from one country to another. She has slept in Guinea, had lunch in Morocco (with Rubem Braga), visited the Kremlin, talked to Khrushchev, and later to Pope Paul VI. But she always misses Brazil terribly and often feels like a gypsy who doesn’t even have a caravan; her husband, though, is very understanding and more than makes up for any homesickness. She has never yet missed a crônica, which she has filed from Madrid, Moscow, Paris, Helsinki, and New York. She’s a kind of science fiction pioneer in Brazil. But while she’s drawn to as yet undiscovered worlds, she’s keenly interested in the human being and the new philosophy, morality, sense of justice, and understanding of sex that will emerge in the ages that will follow ours, and her curiosity has in no way been dampened by man’s arrival on the Moon. As for the argument that we’re spending a fortune on the space race, when the problems here on Earth have still not been resolved, she feels that progress is irreversible and relentless. And no one would have dreamed of asking Columbus, in his day, if the money spent on his voyages of discovery should have been given to his then impoverished compatriots. The benefits of progress often arrive very late, but they do eventually arrive.

As for her direct experience of life in the Soviet Union, and given her fertile imagination, I asked her what she thought life in Russia would be like in the year 2000. Her answer: “Ever closer to the West.”

And there you have a quick sketch of one of the most widely read writers in Brazil.

December 12, 1970

WORDS PURELY PHYSICAL

In Italy, il miracolo must be fished at night. Mortally wounded by the harpoon, it releases its red ink into the sea. Anyone who catches it disembarks before the sun rises—knowing, with a pale, responsible face, that he is dragging over the sands the vast weight of a miraculous fish: il miracolo amore.

Milagre is a lágrima, a tear, dropping onto the leaf, trembling, slipping and falling: and there you have thousands of milágrimas glittering on the grass.

The miracle is pointed like a star and made of splinters of silver.

Le miracle is a glass octagon you can turn slowly in the palm of your hand. It’s in your hand, but it’s there to be looked at. You can view it from all angles, very slowly, and from every angle it’s still a glass octagon. Until suddenly—risking physical harm and drained of all feeling—you understand that what you’re holding in your open hand is not an octagon, but le miracle. From that moment on, there’s nothing more to see: you simply have it.

In order to move from a physical word to its meaning, you first have to smash it to smithereens, just as a firework is a dull, opaque object until it fulfills its destiny: a brilliant flash in the air and death. In the bumblebee’s journey from being mere body to a feeling of love, it reaches that same supreme moment: it dies.

THE SCEPTER

But if we, the kings of nature, feel afraid, who will not? It is with a tremulous paw that we grasp the scepter of power.

ALL BECAUSE THEY WEREN’T DISTRACTED ENOUGH

There was the very slight intoxication of walking along together, a kind of joy, like when your throat feels a little dry and you realize that your mouth has been hanging half-open in amazement: they were gulping down the air ahead of them before they even got there, and that thirst was their water. They walked down streets and more streets talking and laughing, they talked and laughed so as to give substance and weight to that slight feeling of intoxication which was the joy of their combined thirst. Because of cars and other passersby, they sometimes touched, and when they did—thirst is beautiful, but the waters are so beautifully dark—and when they touched, the shimmering water shimmered inside them, their mouths growing a little drier still with amazement. How astonished they were to be together!

Until everything turned into nothing at all. Everything turned into nothing at all when they wanted the very joy they were feeling. Then began the great dance of errors. The ceremony of saying the wrong words. He looked and couldn’t see, she didn’t see that he hadn’t seen, and yet she was there. And yet he was there. Everything went wrong, the streets were filled with clouds of dust, and the more they went wrong, the more bitterly, unsmilingly they wanted. And all because they had noticed, all because they weren’t distracted enough. All because, grown suddenly hard and demanding, they had wanted to have what they had already had. All because they wanted to give it a name; because they wanted to be when they had already been. Then they learned that, if you’re not distracted, the phone doesn’t ring, that you have to leave the house for a letter to arrive, and when the phone does finally ring, the desert of waiting has already cut the wires. And all because they weren’t distracted enough.
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January 16, 1971

A PRESENT FOR YOU

And for me too. I don’t know if any of you readers remember my November 14, 1970 piece, in which I invited Carlos Drummond de Andrade to visit this column by giving me one of his poems. With him, of course, getting the whole fee. Well, would you believe it? Drummond accepted my invitation! But he doesn’t want the fee: it is a flower freely given.

And today’s the day when his poem is coming to visit us, here in this very column, thereby taking care of his column and, on the very same day, of mine, like a gentleman helping a lady down from her horse.

For a whole week now my apartment has been turned upside down—in preparation for the arrival of a poem from a poet we all love, Brazil’s greatest poet ever. I had fifteen cleaners come and leave my home sparkling; the floor is now our mirror. I got out the cut glass goblets (kept under lock and key) and made them gleam and tinkle, ready to receive the chilled champagne. I sent out an order for some whisky from Scotland, but I don’t believe the poet drinks. Then I went to the Institute of Coffee to get some export-grade coffee, the sort that’s pure Brazilian but can only be drunk to best effect in Italy. The thirty chandeliers in the drawing room are fractious and irritable with all these reflections and deflections, all these reverberations, shimmerings and gleamings, beams and rays, and huge quivering drops of incredibly restless light—all lit up—well, we must have plenty of light to welcome the poem. The windowpanes are so clean now that we might end up walking through them by mistake.

And the flowers? All the vases are overflowing with flowers—heaps of red carnations with their snub-nosed petals and roses—the half-opened buds of dozens of white and yellow roses, and then others, deep red, blousy and almost edible. I told the gardeners to make haste and plant a climbing jasmine against the wall of the terrace, one that’s already flowering, but subtly scented and only slightly intoxicating. I also had a clump of the very freshest ferns planted in the corner of the drawing room, thousands of tiny fronds curling in on themselves in green whorls, a clump that makes you want to stick your face right in and breathe in all its rustic sensuality. I chose the tallest eucalyptuses, and since they were taller than the ceiling, I’d had that removed so the dark night’s stars could twinkle down on us. I know you were expecting to receive the poet’s visit on Saturday morning, but today is actually night and despite the full moon, the sky is dark enough for a person to lose themselves ecstatically in its lofty gloom.

And what to wear? A white tunic, not as a sign of the purity I lack, but because a white tunic is pretty. I regretted having had my hair cut but it was too late; there was no time to tell it to grow.

And here I am sitting on the sofa, waiting. With every minute that passes, still no sign of him. I fear that, at the last moment, the poet has found a better little cabin for his poem. Even though I believe that we—my readers and I—have made the very best of this column, I am beginning to find it uneven, at times distinctly weak, but then the poet knows very well that anyone who writes regularly and on a deadline is bound to be uneven. Perhaps he’s chosen Carlinhos de Oliveira’s column instead?

But the doorbell’s ringing. It’s the poet come to visit you and me. Here he is:


EACH MAN’S GOD

When I say “my God”

I’m asserting ownership.

Niches around the city are full

Of personal gods by the thousand.

When I say “my God,”

I’m declaring complicity.

Though weak, I am stronger

than our shared disaffinity.

When I say “my God,”

I’m proclaiming myself an orphan.

The king to whom I kneel

robs me of my liberty.

When I say “my God,”

I’m bewailing my uncertainty.

What’s to be done with him,

in this our microeternity?

CARLOS DRUMMOND DE ANDRADE



January 23, 1971

THE BLATANTLY OBVIOUS

At a social encounter with Nelson Rodrigues,fn1 I told him I was going to ask him some questions. But, seeing as he’s a man of many facets, I would ask him for only one thing: the truth. He promptly accepted, and kept his word. Indeed he seemed keen to tell a few truths. Me too.

“Do you lean more to the left or to the right?”

“I absolutely refuse to belong to either side—the left or the right. I am a person who fiercely defends his solitude. I arrived at this position because of two things: two books about the civil war. Reading them, I realized something that was blatantly obvious: they’re all crooks on both sides. Every single one of them. I don’t want to be either a left-wing crook or a right-wing crook.”

“You mentioned solitude. Do you feel alone?”

“As regards love, I have Lúcia. And I should explain that the greatest, most perfect solitude requires an ideal companion. But as regards the rest of the world, I am a wonderfully solitary man. On one occasion I became seriously ill, sick enough to die. During my three months of being close to death, I received three visits, one each month. I should mention that my illness was front page news. That’s when I experienced in body and mind this intolerable truth: there is no such thing as a friend.”

“But there is, Nelson. You were just unlucky. I spent almost three months in the hospital and even received visits from complete strangers, and I’m not someone you would call particularly friendly. I even ask myself what I gave those people for them to come and keep me company. I do not believe that there’s no such thing as a friend. But they are rare.”

“Well, either I give very little or others don’t accept what I have to give.”

“But you’ve known real success—and success comes when you give something to others. And you do give.”

“I have what I would call unknown friends. They are people I’ve never seen, who come across me on a street corner, or at a urinal, or a funeral. On one occasion I went to a small chapel to pay my last respects to a colleague of mine who had died. It was two o’clock in the morning. A young woman came out of the chapel with a little book in her hand: ‘I would like to have the honor of shaking the hand of the author of Life As It Is,’ and she asked me for my autograph. I felt as if I were experiencing a moment of poor human tenderness. That’s what I mean: the only possible, genuine friend is the stranger we meet for a moment and never again. These are the friends we can love and be loved by. The tragic thing about friendship is the lacerating abyss of familiarity.”

“But Hélio Pellegrino is your friend, and Otto Lara Resende is your friend.”

“No. I’m the one who is a friend to both of them. It’s possible that one of us might love someone. What is difficult (if not impossible) is for that someone to love us back. Only today I had lunch with Hélio Pellegrino. In response to something I said, he, in his rich, beautiful church-baritone voice, said to me: ‘It’s a lie, it’s a lie!’ It would never have occurred to me—not in this incarnation or in any previous life—to call Hélio Pellegrino a liar. At that moment, he placed between us the most desperate, utter loneliness. Such aggressiveness should not exist anywhere in the annals of friendship. And Otto never even phones me! I say this with the greatest, frankest, most inconsolable bitterness.”

“That doesn’t mean anything: Otto is my friend too, and has proven it on several occasions, although a phone call from him is a very rare thing. Nelson, you talk about reincarnation and previous lives. Are you an occultist? Or a theosophist? Do you believe in reincarnation?”

“No, I’m simply a Christian, if that’s what I am. The only thing that keeps me upright is the certainty that the soul is immortal. I refuse to reduce human beings to the melancholy state of a run-over dog in the street. What miserable wretches we would be if we died of death.”

“But where does our soul go, after death?”

“There lies the mystery, and the mystery, of course, doesn’t mean that the soul is not immortal. You asked me earlier how many writing jobs I have. I have three daily, obligatory columns (I write many more in response to insufferable requests): I write two columns for one publication, and in the other I also write a soccer column. When I’m writing a novel or a play, I’m completely exhausted and have to make a superhuman effort. I think my working conditions are inhuman. I consider myself a failure. I have not fulfilled myself—in fact, I don’t think people can fulfill themselves. But the most important thing in the world is love, and, for someone as an individual, it is solitude. I am almost a caricature of the romantic. I think that all love is eternal and, if it ends, then it wasn’t love. For me, love continues beyond life and beyond death. I say this to you and I can feel creeping into my words an irresistible sense of the ridiculous, but then I spend my life admitting that ridiculousness is one of my most valuable qualities.”

“Like everyone else, you’ve had conversations with many people, Nelson. Do all these conversations resemble the one we’re having now?”

“No, I’m making an effort, a selfless effort, to be honest with you.”

I ought to explain that for the several minutes our conversation lasted, he did not smile once: he seemed to be saying that when it comes to serious truths one does not smile,.

“You’re a successful man. To what extent does success interfere in your personal life?”

“It doesn’t interfere precisely because Lúcia and I have created our own solitude.”

“Are you enjoying talking to me?’

“Profoundly. These confessional moments are what matter most in life.”
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CARNIVAL

“Fate” (!) determined that my path would one day cross that of Senhor Clovis Bornay, who needs no introduction. I confess that—if and when I ever thought about him—I imagined a pretentious and superficially charming Clovis Bornay. It was a pleasant surprise, then, to meet a Bornay who is easy to talk to, who speaks about the things that matter to him with simplicity and love, with the almost naive sincerity of someone unafraid of being ridiculed or attacked.

On the day in question I was in a terrible mood that gradually improved as I learned about the amazing life of one of the greatest, if not the greatest, carnival maestros of all time. The odd thing is that he can’t even strictly speaking be called a “carnival maestro,” since he doesn’t actually dance at carnival, he merely shows off his costume. But, well, carnival is carnival, and anything goes.

Bornay is Brazilian, the son of Brazilian parents of French origin on his father’s side and Spanish on his mother’s. He thinks his interest in carnival began soon after he was born, which occurred right at the very peak of that year’s festivities. He says he remembers being terrified of the masked revelers while still a babe in arms. (This must be a later memory since it’s unlikely he can remember anything from such an early age.) He went from terror to love when he realized that the people in masks were friendly and cheerful, and from when he was a child he began to take part in the celebrations and even then he was already dressing up: here in Rio, people’s homes became veritable workshops, making costumes for the entire family. I asked if he had ever dressed up as a woman. He said he hadn’t: he said that his first costume was a sheet tied around his head and another around his waist, reaching down to his ankles, with a skull mask on his face; cheap and practical. But in 1937, as soon as he was old enough, he turned up at the Municipal Theater in a costume he himself had designed and entitled “Hindu Prince,” and which he made using crystals from an old chandelier he found in the basement of their house. Such was the success of this first public appearance that it became part of his life for the next thirty-four years. The ideas for his costumes come exclusively from him, because he needs first to identify with the character, and then go in search of materials appropriate to the chosen style, form and era. And this all happens in the greatest secrecy, until about halfway through assembling it, when he reaches the stage of needing boots or shoes, or a jeweler to put together crowns and rings, or the person who makes weapons, swords, spears etc. The news then begins to seep out. And as the end of the year approaches, television presenters start to ask him questions, and “it wouldn’t be polite to keep it secret.” He never calculates the cost of an outfit beforehand, in case he should be discouraged by the expense of the materials and labor involved. He purchases the materials in small quantities and pays for the labor in installments, since he lives off the money he makes from designing costumes for other people, and only by being very careful with that money and the prizes he wins can he then afford to pay for next year’s outfit. Of course, such frugality is possible because he’s a bachelor, he doesn’t go out at night, doesn’t drink, smoke or gamble and, contrary to his friends’ advice, he won’t buy a car but continues to travel by bus—such is his “love for the city of Rio de Janeiro”—and he thinks it is right to contribute personally to “this beautiful place.” Each year he presents three different costumes.

I asked him:

“Which costume would you advise me to wear at carnival?”

“Wait, wait … I can almost see it … I’m thinking what to call it … ah—that’s it! It’s called Firmament. It would be a black lace tunic studded with stars and diamonds. You have a crescent moon on your head and in one hand you’re holding a silver cup overflowing with stars …”

He thinks that his rival Evandro de Castro Lima—a big name in haute couture—has discovered a magical way of glamorizing the Rio carnival. As for himself, his greatest desire is to achieve perfection … I asked him whether, if he had a son, he would like him to be dressing up in all this finery. He said he would, because it’s an art form. The most important thing is to take on the character of your disguise, and to do so you need to be a good actor:

“You have to have the intelligence of a genius, the strength of a Hercules, the goodness of a Christ, the joyfulness of a child, the tenderness of a woman and the ingenuity of a devil: that’s what makes you a good actor.”

But he doesn’t spend the whole year thinking only about the three days of carnival. The great love of his life is the National History Museum, where he works as a curator: he finds his job so enthralling that it completely absorbs him all year round, leaving only the escape of those four days of revelry. By Ash Wednesday he’s already back at work in his office, his head firmly on his shoulders. It’s my head that’s turned—I’m no museum curator: I find myself aching to wear that black lace crystal-encrusted tunic, sprinkling stars from a silver cup.
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A LITTLE-KNOWN BRAZILIAN: LEOPOLDO NACHBIN

Little known and yet he’s an honor to our country.

He is in fact Brazil’s greatest mathematician and one of the four most important in the world. Unsure of myself as always, but bold as ever, I said to Leopoldo that for me mathematics and physics were not only the product of the highest reasoning, they were so pure an art that I would compare them to a Bach fugue, for example. To my delight, Leopoldo told me that the mathematician Jean Dieudonné had thought and said precisely the same thing.

He spontaneously discovered his vocation while a schoolboy at Ginásio Pernambucano.fn2 His passion for math arose from the intellectual satisfaction of grasping, through his own efforts, some aspects of the mechanism of mathematical reasoning: he discovered for himself certain mathematical phenomena, and then felt a mixture of joy and sadness upon realizing that these were already known, such as the theory of normal acceleration and Laplace’s development of a determinant.

It was on account of his vocation that his mother, sister and he moved to Rio, where there were better educational opportunities. At the age of nineteen he published his first research article, in Annals of the Brazilian Academy of Sciences. The following year, he published articles in Italy and Argentina, thus broadening his international reputation. He benefited greatly from personal contact with André Weil, one of the greatest scholars of our time, who spent three years in Brazil, from 1945 to 1947. He also gained a lot from his contact with Jean Dieudonné, who lived here for two years. But Nachbin’s liking for analysis preceded the influence of Weil, Dieudonné and Stone. At the age of twenty he was offered an opportunity to study with Gleb Wataguin, the famous Italian physicist, but refused because he realized that his way of thinking was more that of a mathematician than a physicist. Under the influence of Weil and Stone, he spent two years at the University of Chicago. Invited to remain permanently in the United States, he opted to return to Brazil in order to apply, in 1950, for a professorship at the University of Brazil: twenty years have passed since then and the appointment has still not taken place.

His research is closer to the French tradition than the North American, despite having spent more time in the United States than France. But mathematics is universal; it does not have a national character. And the personal exchange of information between researchers is important.

Today we talk about an “Operation Return” to Brazil of our scholars based overseas, but it is vital that they are guaranteed frequent opportunities to make shorter or longer visits to the major international centers of learning: this is the only way to raise our scientific profile.

Nachbin was professor at the Brazilian Center of Physics Research when it was set up by the great César Lattes. In 1952, he was involved in establishing the Institute of Pure and Applied Mathematics, which became the largest center for mathematics in Brazil. In 1959–60 he spent three months at Brandeis University, a famous American institution: this is when he developed his work on the theory of weighted approximation. In 1960, he was invited to an international symposium at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. From 1961 to 1963, he was a professor at the Sorbonne. During this period, he gave lectures at various universities in Germany, Belgium, Scotland, France, Holland, England, Italy, Poland, Sweden and Switzerland. In 1962, he was awarded the Moinho Santista Prize and invited to be the first coordinator of the Central Institute of Mathematics at the University of Brasília, which has the best facilities. In 1963, the University of Chicago invited him to become a tenured professor on very favorable terms. However, he felt too emotionally attached to Brazil to accept. In 1965, two of his books were translated into English. In 1966, he had the pleasure of receiving an honorary doctorate from the University of Pernambuco, his home state.

In September 1970, the International Congress of Mathematicians took place in Nice, France, and Nachbin was the only South American to form part of the Congress’s organizing committee and to chair one of its sessions. Shortly afterward, he took part in the International Symposium on Functional Analysis (his specialty) in Belgium, as the keynote speaker. On that occasion he received a medal from the University of Liège, a prize awarded to three other world-renowned mathematicians: Professor Kothe (Germany), Professor Yosida (Japan) and Professor Nirenberg (United States).
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THE MIRACULOUS FISH

So writing is the peculiarity of someone who uses word as bait, with the word fishing not just for words, but more for what lies between the lines. When this nonword nibbles the bait, something is written. Once the between-the-lines has been fished, the word can happily be discarded. But there the analogy ends: on nibbling the bait, the nonword incorporates the indispensable word into itself. What saves it then is unintentionality (I can’t explain it any better. There are times I can’t explain something, and then twenty-five years later, I find a way).

REMEMBERING

Writing is so often remembering the thing that never existed.

How will I manage to know what I don’t even know about? Like this: as if I remembered. By an effort of memory, as if I had never been born.

I was never born, I never lived: but I remember, and the memory is still raw.

SOCIAL COLUMN

“… such a perfect, perfect, perfect dinner. It could be lifted whole—table, guests sitting on the chairs around it, dishes, waiters with silver trays—to another house, perhaps another country, as people say of works of art ‘that know no frontiers.’”

And what about the awareness of each guest—that this absence of error, that this perfection, depends on them? Isn’t any social gathering, even some of the most refined, a gathering around some blunder yet to be committed? The tension of the grand dinner, the tension of increasing perfection, the drum skin stretching. A thrilling risk.

Each guest with his or her own personal blunder that he or she will not commit. But what blunder? It’s the “I” appearing suddenly, uninvited. Each guest is their own silent blunder beneath the polite conversation. A blunder that beneath an almost dreamy smile I attracted sadistically, persistently: I’m nearly there, I’m nearly there, in a smiling, nightmarish torture. Because one more minute, one more instant—and—and the “I” bursts forth.

Then, between the brandy, liqueurs and cigars, the perfection stretched ever thinner—ever thinner—the best thing is to rush home and let the “I” utter a sigh of relief. Ever thinner. A dangerous sport, this.

THE BRAZILIAN ACADEMY OF LETTERS

Why did I never attend the Academy’s public sessions? Lack of motivation? Or perhaps simply because I thought of the Academy as a kind of English gentleman’s club, where one can read the newspaper, talk, have a drink, without the always troublesome interference of women.

To join the Brazilian Academy of Letters, there must be something secret and profound that acts as a lure. How else can you explain that a candidate, instead of having the pleasure of being chosen, must, in order to be elected, go and personally seek the individual vote of each Academy member, one by one. How can you explain that shy João Cabral de Melo Neto did such a thing? How otherwise can you explain that a man like Guimarães Rosa delayed his entry for three years, because he sensed that, upon putting on his ceremonial robes, he would be moved to the point of suffering a heart attack. Sheer mystery.

I had the opportunity of interviewing the Academy member Austregésilo de Athayde, fourth president of the Academy, and, therefore, a typical Academy member. He has been president for eleven years. A kind, affable man: I learned several things. For example, the principal objective of the Academy is to be found in its statutes: to support the Portuguese language and promote literature.

They promote literature by awarding literary prizes. They give sixteen prizes a year, worth one million old cruzeiros each. The Machado de Assis Prize, for a body of work, is worth ten million old cruzeiros. The funds to support this prize are provided by the Jurzikowski Foundation, whose founder set up Mercedes-Benz of Brazil and who, on his death, left six thousand dollars in his will to the Academy. The Academy also awards prizes funded by a legacy from the bookseller Francisco Alves. The Academy even publishes a dictionary compiled under its auspices. As well as the records of its own proceedings, it publishes the Revista Brasileira and the Discursos Acadêmicos.

I was curious to know what took place at its Thursday meetings: after tea and cake, they study literary personalities and literary events.

As for the inevitable question about allowing women into the Academy, he said: “The objection is not whether or not women should be allowed into the Academy, but rather the necessary reform of the statutes. Three generations of Academy members consider that the fundamental law of the institution should not be altered.”
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A WOMAN POET

I myself don’t know how I managed to overcome Marly de Oliveira’s shyness about appearing in public. And perhaps not everyone knows who she is. So with great pleasure I will introduce her: she is one of the greatest of our current generation of poets, one rich in poetry. She is very young, but when even younger, she was already lecturing in Italian language and literature as well as in Hispano-American literature, at the Pontifical Catholic University here in Rio, at the Catholic Faculty in Petrópolis, and at the Catholic Faculty in Friburgo, a combination that entailed exhausting weekly travels.

Alceu Amoroso Lima, Walmir Ayala, José Guilherme Merquior and Antônio Houaiss, among others, have already written about Marly. As, in Rome, has Ungaretti, one of the greatest Italian poets.

Why is she not known to a wider public? Why do we buy ever fewer books of poetry? Marly in any case is so unassuming that I am even surprised she has allowed her books to be published. It so happens, however, that every writer follows a fateful cycle: the book enters a gestation period, is finished, and then, like a child who must be born, the book is published and no longer belongs to the author. It is enough, however, to read Marly in order to admire her, respect her and, most importantly, love her.

She is very pretty in person, with thick black hair and a voice made to love grown-ups and comfort children: Marly is married to a diplomat, Lauro Moreira, and has a little daughter. As well as being a poet, she writes literary criticism of great erudition, perspicacity and sensitivity. She has already published five books of poetry: Cerco da primavera (Spring siege), which won the National Book Institute Prize, Explicação de Narciso (Explanation of Narcissus), A suave pantera (The gentle panther) (Brazilian Academy of Letters Prize, dedicated to me and, according to Marly, inspired by me because I have the gentleness and possible violence of a panther …!?). The fourth and fifth collections were published in a single volume: O sangue na veia (Blood in the vein) and A vida natural (The natural life). She is now in Buenos Aires where she has been living for a few years, writing another book of poetry.

Here is one of her poems, “Contact,” dedicated to Carlos Drummond de Andrade:


A chill, a light descends

upon the earnest invocation, the endless

vain waiting of dissonant lips;

meanwhile, ah it does bring comfort—

in the midst of unhappy quarrels,

of a longing to love that finds in itself

only footprints indicative of love—

from knowing that even love can

dispense with what is owed to it,

instead of flames, the cold

light of a cold desert, instead of the orgiastic

banquet this all-consuming acceptance

silent and indefensible, so much so

that the nondesert is inside me, alive,

and what appears to be far off flames into life.

And that is how I think

of the rising sap, the living water

falling on the living desert, the heat,

the moist shade that evades

not love, not understanding,

but those we are prepared to hear

and see and then love: meager senses,

vague source of communion,

as sensitive as it is firm and eager,

such is the power of the emotion

provoked by the troubling discovery

of what one understands or does,

in the vague, happy, distracted state

of someone walking silently along a quay,

with no thought of nevermores or mystery.

Much-coveted greenness, dreams that

open windows onto the endlessness

of the untouched and perfect, where the contradiction

between what exists and me

does not draw back, but lovingly seeks both

out in the real world, as I understand it, always firm,

and so, in a way, irreversible,

despite that bright succession

of mirrors that could well confuse

those two duplicates—learning and feeling—

and in that possibly blind acceptance

lies what my hand touching your hand

is hoping to find in that one act

of love or contact.
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ANIMALS (I)

Sometimes a shiver runs through me when I come into physical contact with animals or even at the mere sight of them. I seem to have a certain fear and horror of those living beings that, though not human, share our instincts, although theirs are freer and less biddable. An animal never substitutes one thing for another, never sublimates as we are forced to do. And it moves, this living thing! It moves independently, by virtue of that nameless thing that is Life.

I remarked to someone that animals do not smile, and she told me that Bergson comments on this in his essay about laughter. While a dog does, I’m sure, sometimes laugh—its smile expressed by its eyes brightening, its half-open mouth panting, and its tail wagging—a cat never laughs. It does, however, know how to play: I have a lot of experience with cats. When I was small, I had a cat of a rather common sort, striped in various shades of gray, and cunning in that feline, distrustful, aggressive way cats are. My cat was continually having litters, and every time the same tragedy would unfold: I would want to keep all the kittens and turn the house into a cattery. Behind my back, the offspring were given away to goodness knows who. Which made the problem still more acute because I wouldn’t stop complaining about the absent kittens. And then, one day while I was at school, they gave my cat away. I was so shocked I took to my bed with a fever. To console me they gave me a present of a cat made out of rags, which to me was ridiculous: how could an object that was dead and floppy and a “thing” ever replace the elasticity of a living cat?

Speaking of living cats, a friend of mine wants nothing more to do with cats. He got fed up with them for good after having a female cat that periodically went mad: her instincts were so strong, so imperative, that when she was in heat, after uttering long, plangent meows that echoed through the whole neighborhood, she would suddenly become half-hysterical and throw herself off the roof, injuring herself in the process. A servant to whom I told the story crossed herself and exclaimed, “Get thee behind me.”

Of the slow and dusty turtle carrying its stony shell, I would rather not say anything. This animal, which comes to us from the era of the dinosaurs, does not interest me: it is too stupid, it doesn’t engage with anyone, not even with itself. The act of lovemaking between two turtles must surely have neither warmth nor life. While not an expert, I venture to predict that a few millennia from now the species will come to an end.

Regarding chickens and their relationships with each other, with people and above all with their gestation period, I have said all there is to say. I have also spoken about monkeys.

As an adult, I owned a mongrel that I bought from an ordinary woman I happened to meet in the hurly-burly of a Naples backstreet, because I sensed that he had been born to be mine, which, happily, he also sensed, immediately following me without a thought for his former owner—not even a backward glance, as he wagged his tail and licked me. But it’s a very long story, my life with that dog who had the face of a mischievous mulatto Brazilian, despite being a born and bred Neapolitan, and to whom I gave the rather recherché name of Dilermando on account of his pretentious charm and his air of being some garrulous raconteur from the turn of the century. I could have many things to say about Dilermando. Our relationship was so close, his sensibility so akin to mine that he anticipated and felt my difficulties. Whenever I was writing on the typewriter, he would position himself half-lying, half-sitting by my side, Sphinxlike, dozing. If I stopped typing because I’d encountered an obstacle and become disheartened, he would immediately open his eyes, raise his head, and look at me with one ear cocked, waiting. Once I had resolved the problem and carried on typing, he would settle back into his somnolent state populated by goodness knows what dreams—because dogs do dream, I’ve seen it. No human being ever gave me the feeling of loving me so totally the way I felt unreservedly loved by that dog.

When my sons were born and had grown a little, we gave them a very large and beautiful dog, who patiently let them take turns climbing onto his back and, without anyone charging him with the task, he kept guard over the house and street, waking up all the neighbors at night with his warning barks. I gave my sons little yellow chicks that followed close behind us, tripping us up, as if we were the mother hen; those tiny little things needed their mother just as humans do. I also gave them two rabbits, some ducks and marmosets: the relationships between man and beast are unique, irreplaceable. Owning an animal is a vital experience. And anyone who has not lived with an animal lacks a certain intuition about the living world. Anyone who recoils at the sight of an animal clearly feels afraid of themselves.

But sometimes I do shudder on seeing an animal. Yes, at times I feel the mute ancestral cry within me when I am with them: it seems I no longer know which of us is the animal, me or the beast, and I get thoroughly confused; I become almost afraid of facing up to my own stifled instincts that, demanding as they are, I am obliged to assume when confronted by the animal. What else can we miserable creatures do? I once knew a woman who humanized animals, talking to them, and lending them her own characteristics. But I don’t humanize animals, I think that’s offensive—we should respect their own natures; instead I animalize myself. It isn’t difficult, it comes easily, just don’t fight it, just surrender.

But if I go deeper, I arrive very pensively at the conclusion that there is nothing more difficult than total surrender. This difficulty is one of our human afflictions.

Holding a little bird in the half-closed palm of your hand is terrible. Petrified, it beats its wings fast and frenetically; suddenly you have in your half-closed fist thousands of delicate wings thrashing and fluttering, and suddenly it all becomes unbearable and you open your hand to free the bird, or hand it back to its owner so that they can return it to the greater relative freedom of a cage. In short, I want to see birds perched in trees or flying, but far from my hands. Perhaps some day, in more sustained contact with Augusto Rodrigues’s birds at Largo do Boticário,fn3 I might become close to them, and enjoy their featherlight presence. (“Enjoy their featherlight presence” gives me the sensation of having written a complete sentence by saying something exactly as it is. It’s a funny feeling; I don’t know whether I’m right or wrong, but that’s another problem.)

It would never occur to me to own an owl, but a little friend of mine found an owl chick on the ground in the Santa Teresa forest, all alone and without its mother. She took it home, kept it warm, fed it, whispered to it, and ended up discovering that it liked raw meat. Once it was strong enough, she expected it to fly off immediately, but it delayed going in search of its own destiny and rejoining its own kind: that strange bird had become attached to my little friend. Very reluctant to leave, it would fly a little way off and then come straight back. Until one day, as if after a long battle with itself, it seized its freedom and flew off into the depths of the world.
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ANIMALS (CONCLUSION)

The rabbit’s muteness, its way of eating carrots chop-chop, its uninhibited sexual encounters that are as fast as they are frequent—I don’t know why I find such rabbit couplings so utterly futile; they seem to lack deep roots. A rabbit makes me slip into a pensive void; it’s simply that I have nothing in common with him; we are strangers, my species and his have nothing in common. Curiously, he can be put in a cage and even seem resigned to it, but he cannot be domesticated: the only thing apparent is his resignation. In truth, futile and frightened as he is, the rabbit is a free spirit, which is completely at odds with his superficiality.

As for horses, I have already written a lot about horses running wild in the hills (A cidade sitiada [The Besieged City]), where, at night, the white horse, the king of nature, would launch into the air his long, glorious whinny. And I have enjoyed very good relations with them. I remember myself as an adolescent, standing as haughtily as the horse, running my hand over its velvety coat, through its coarse mane. I felt I was “the girl and the horse.”

The fish in the aquarium don’t stop swimming for one second. This bothers me. Above all, I find aquarium fish flat, empty beings. But it must be my mistake, since they not only devour food, they procreate: and you need to be living matter to do that. What intrigues me, though, is that, at least with aquarium fish, their instincts fail them: they eat until they’re full to bursting, they don’t know when to stop, and, hey presto, you have a dead fish. They’re terrified when little, dangerous when big. And they belong to a kingdom that is unfamiliar to me, and that, again, troubles me.

I know a very beautiful story. A Spanish friend of mine, Jaime Vilaseca, told me he lived for a while with a part of his family who had a house in a small village in a valley in the high, snowy Pyrenees. In winter the famished wolves would come down from the mountains as far as the village, scenting prey, and all the inhabitants would lock themselves up in their homes, sheltering sheep, horses, dogs, goats, human warmth and animal warmth, all in the same room, all listening for the sound of the wolves’ claws scratching at their locked doors, listening, listening …

But I also know the story of a rose. It seems strange to mention this when I’m talking about animals. But it’s because the rose behaved in a way that recalls the instinctive, intuitive mysteries of an animal. A medical friend of mine, Dr. Azulay, who is a psychoanalyst and the author of Um Deus esquecido (A forgotten God), used to bring a rose to his consulting room every other day, and put it in one of those very narrow vases specially made to hold a single, long-stemmed flower. Every other day the rose would wilt and my friend would change it for another one. But then along came one particular rose. It was pink, not an artificial pink created by dyes or graftings, but a truly, naturally exquisite pink of its own. Its beauty made the heart swell. And it seemed so proud of the bluster of its wide-open corolla, its thick, soft petals, holding itself almost erect with a lovely, lofty arrogance. Not completely erect, mind: with infinite grace it bowed very gently over its slender stem. And an intimate relationship grew up between the man and the flower: he admired it and the flower seemed to know that it was admired. And it remained so gloriously intact, and was so lovingly observed, that the days went by and it did not wilt: it remained as wide open and full and fresh as a new flower. Its beauty and vitality lasted a whole week. Only then did it begin to show signs of weariness. Then it died. Very reluctantly my friend changed it for another. But he never forgot that rose. The curious thing is that one of his patients asked him out of the blue: “Where’s that rose?” The doctor didn’t need to ask which rose—he knew the one the patient was talking about. That rose, which had lived so much longer out of love, was remembered because the patient, having seen how the doctor looked at the flower, sending it waves of his own vital energy, had sensed that something was happening between the man and the rose. The rose—and I was tempted to call it the “jewel of life”—had such natural instincts that it and the doctor had been able to enjoy a deep relationship, as only happens between animals and people.

And at this point, I suddenly missed my dog Dilermando, sharply, painfully, inconsolably—just as I’m sure he must have missed me when he was forced to live with another family because I was moving to Switzerland and had been wrongly informed that the Swiss hotels, in which we would be having to stay for some time, did not allow animals. I remember, and the memory still makes me smile, when I was still living in Italy, I went back to Brazil leaving Dilermando with a female friend. When I returned, I went to my friend’s house to bring him home. In the meantime, however, winter had arrived and I was wearing a fur coat. The dog stood staring at me motionless, petrified. Then, very cautiously, he ventured closer and sniffed the coat, perhaps detecting the scent of some threatening animal. And at the same time, to his great confusion, he could smell me. He became very troubled, twirling round and round in circles. I kept perfectly still, waiting for him to come to me and sniff me: if I made a move, he would take fright. When I began to feel the warmth of the room, I took off the coat and threw it onto a sofa a good distance away. Able now to pick up my unadulterated scent, Dilermando suddenly leaped up at me, making a terrific jump from the floor to my chest, so excited, beside himself with joy, and pawing me so ecstatically that he left me with scratches all over my arms and face. But I laughed with pleasure, and smiled at the little nips and bites he gave me; they didn’t hurt, they were love bites.

Not being born an animal seems to be one of my secret regrets. At times they call out to me across many generations and my only response is a deep disquiet. It is the call.
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“CREATING A PAINTING IS CREATING A NEW WORLD”

A tall man, slightly stooped, with very gentle eyes, a dark complexion, and the ascetic air of a monk: this is Iberê Camargo,fn4 one of our greatest painters. We were in his studio, which is located in the penthouse of a building on Rua das Palmeiras: as Iberê remarked, it felt like the terrace was the deck of a ship and that, on that very hot day, we were about to set sail. We drank iced water and some reheated coffee—until later on, his wife Maria, one of the friendliest of Marias, came and made us an espresso coffee that reminded me wistfully of Italy. We talked about this and that.

“Iberê, why do you paint?” I asked him suddenly.

“You know they asked me that same question in the Editora Vozes questionnaire? I gave them the following answer: ‘I will only be able to say why I paint when I have discovered what I am as a human being.’”

“That answer could be very useful when I ask myself why I write. It would involve plumbing the very depths of my being. Do you think you could ever take up another art form?”

“As I understand it, a work of art only exists once created and therefore only the created work can answer that question, and that gets around the problem of someone considering himself to be, say, a potential writer. There are so many people who say ‘if I did,’ ‘if I could,’ ‘if I had the time,’ but who don’t do anything, perhaps because they don’t really have anything to do.”

“In what respect does the creative process of a painter differ from the creative process of a writer of prose or poetry?”

“I suppose, Clarice, that the only difference is in the different means employed. The painter uses color, paint, line. The writer uses the sentence. But the creative impulse must be the same. What do you think? Do you think it’s entirely different?”

“I think they come from the same source. But I was struck by how Lúcio Cardoso,fn5 after his illness, was unable either to write or dictate, since he couldn’t speak, so he painted with his left hand, because he couldn’t use his right. In which case, why didn’t he write with his left hand? The doctor explained to me, if I understood correctly, that one part of the brain produces writing and words, and another part produces painting.”

“But did he paint like he wrote? No. Painting is a craft, you have to know how to use the tools. Just as the writer struggles to create with words. There’s no example of a painter who created a definitive work of art at the first attempt. Is there in literature?”

“Perhaps Rimbaud.”

We sat thinking for a moment, in silence. Then I asked him:

“Before beginning a painting, do you visualize it already finished or do you gradually discover the particular world of that painting step by step?”

“Creating a painting is creating a new world. The artist is the first viewer of his work. The previous solutions, the knowledge already acquired, are of no use for the new work. I can only paint when I manage to forget what I have learned. Otherwise, I think I would only be remaking paintings I’d already painted. And they would, therefore, be mere copies, replicas. No, Clarice, I think that when we set out on a journey in search of something that we can only intuit, then we fix our route, we choose the cardinal point of our goal. But that’s not the same as foreseeing what will be revealed only upon arrival. A psychoanalyst friend of mine, Professor Décio de Sousa, who died in October 1970, used to say that when you’re waiting for a child to be born, you don’t know what color its eyes will be, you only know that a child will be born. Clarice, you know better than I that the character lives its life irrespective of the author, and surprises the author. Perhaps that’s what Pirandello meant with his Six Characters in Search of an Author.”

“You said that there are places where you work better than others. Is that why you go to Porto Alegre so often?”

“I only work well … how can I put it? In my slippers? In the tranquility of my own surroundings, with my own things, in my own web. You know, the main obstacle I encountered in Geneva, where I went to paint that large mural for the World Health Organization, was Geneva itself. Rio Grande do Sul, the little corner of the world where I was born, is one place where I can work well. As you know, I grew up in Restinga Seca, which, at the time, was no more than a village. I left there when I was four years old. But the countryside around Restinga Seca left an indelible impression. Someone once said to me: ‘You left there when you were four, so what can you possibly remember?’ I replied: ‘How could I forget the place where I took my first gulp of air and felt the first glimmer of light in my eyes?’”

“How did abandoning figurative art work for you, when you became a nonfigurative painter?”

“I didn’t abandon the figure, I merely transformed it. As for your question about whether I set out to become a well-known, fully-fledged painter, no, that never occurred to me. And I’m still very surprised when someone considers me to be a prominent person. And you, do you think it’s important to be well known?”

“No, that’s just the social aspect of the problem. The thing that really matters is sitting in front of a blank piece of paper waiting for the words to come. That’s the crucial moment. Changing the subject, Iberê, why were cotton spools the point of departure in your work?”

“Cotton spools were also my childhood fantasies, my toys. It was natural that I should transform them into symbols in the work I make.”

“Does the human face arouse any kind of interest for you?”

“Well, from a painter’s point of view, I don’t have a special interest in the human face. But as a person I think that the face very much reflects the individual. The face reveals the person. I think that someone who is rotten on the inside is also rotten on the outside. If not, Clarice, there would be no need for actors to use makeup, to give themselves a particular appearance.”

“Tell me, to what extent does a color express, on its own, what the painter is feeling? Why brown and why then red?”

“In my opinion, color takes on value in its context, in its relationships. Whereas an isolated color will be cold or warm, its intensity is only determined when put beside other colors.”

“To what extent do you feel liberated after you give birth to a painting? Do you stop for a time? Or does the creative urge return immediately?”

Deep thought on Iberê’s part. I wait. Eventually he says: “Finishing a painting, or a series, is followed by an emptiness that in turn is replaced by a period of gestation, and the creative phase is then reborn. Do you have the same experience?”

“Yes, the same. I feel an emptiness that could, without exaggeration, be called despair. But for me it’s worse: the germination and gestation of a new work can take years, years in which I wither away. What advice would you give to young painters?”

“Let me think about that.” (He sat with his head resting on his folded arms, then said: “I’m going to get a glass of water,” and when he returned: “That is the most difficult question of all.”)

I also drank a glass of water and we sat in silence waiting. “It’s a terrifying question, you know,” said Iberê.

“Take your time,” I replied. Finally, Iberê Camargo said:

“Don’t ever let yourself think that you invented painting. And you? What advice would you give young writers?”

“Work, work, work.”

“Jaspers,” said Iberê, “wrote that the new generation have hands like sieves.”

I confess I didn’t understand what Jaspers meant by these words quoted by Iberê.

April 3, 1971

DE NATURA FLORUM

“And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the man whom He had formed.” (Genesis 2:8)

DICTIONARY

Nectar—Sweet juice that many flowers contain and which insects seek avidly.

Pistil—Female organ of a flower, generally occupies its center and contains the beginnings of the seed.

Pollen—Fertilizing powder, produced in the stamens and contained in the anthers.

Stamen—Male organ of a flower, made up of the style and the anther in its lower part surrounding the pistil, which, as set out above, is the flower’s female organ.

Fertilization—Union of two elements of reproduction (male and female), from which comes the fertile fruit.

Rose—The feminine flower; she gives herself so wholly and so generously that, for her, there remains only the joy of having given herself. Her perfume has a feminine mystery about it; if inhaled deeply, it touches the depths of the heart and leaves the body entirely perfumed. The way she opens out into a woman is exquisitely beautiful. Her petals taste good in the mouth: just try. Red roses, or the Black Prince variety, are enormously sensual. Yellow ones are alarmingly cheerful. White ones are peace. Pink ones are generally fleshier and their color is just perfect. Orange roses are sexually attractive.

Carnation—Has an aggressiveness that comes from a certain degree of irritation. The edges of its petals are sharp and snub-nosed. The carnation’s scent is somehow mortal. Red carnations bellow with violent beauty. White ones recall the little coffin of a dead child; their scent then turns pungent.

Sunflower—The great child of the Sun, so much so that it is born with the instinct to turn its enormous head toward its mother. Does it matter whether the Sun is the father or the mother? I don’t know. Is the sunflower female or male? Male, I think. But one thing is certain: the sunflower is Russian, probably Ukrainian.

Violet—Introverted, profoundly introspective. It doesn’t hide itself, as some would say, out of modesty. It hides in order to understand its own secret. Its scent is a glory but demands that we go in search of it: its scent says what cannot be said. A bunch of violets means: “Love others as you love yourself.”

Sempervivum—An ever-dead. Its aridity tends toward eternity. Its Greek name means golden sun.

Daisy—A cheerful little flower. Simple: it has only one layer of petals. Its yellow center is a childish plaything.

Palm—Has no scent. Shows itself off haughtily—for it is haughty—in form and color. It is frankly masculine.

Orchid—Beautiful, exquise and unfriendly. Unspontaneous. In need of a glass dome. Yet it is a magnificent woman, this cannot be denied. It can also not be denied that it is noble; it is an epiphyte, that is, it is born on another plant without, however, taking nutrition from it. I’m lying: I adore orchids.

Tulip—It’s only a tulip when in a large field covered by them, as in Holland. A single tulip simply isn’t.

Cornflower—Only grows among wheat. In its humility, it has the audacity to display itself in various forms and colors. The cornflower is biblical. In Spain it is used to decorate the Christmas crib, along with the sheaves of wheat from which it is inseparable.

Angelica—Has the scent of a chapel. It brings mystic ecstasy. It recalls the Host. Many wish to eat it and fill their mouths with its intense, sacred scent.

Jasmine—For lovers: they walk hand in hand swinging their arms, and exchange soft kisses, I would say, to the odorous murmur of jasmine.

Bird of Paradise—Preeminently masculine. It has an aggressiveness grown out of love and healthy pride. It appears to have a coxcomb and, like the cockerel, it crows, but it doesn’t wait for dawn—when seen, it gives its visual cry of greeting to the world, for the world is in a constant state of sunrise.

Azaleia—some people use other spellings, but I prefer this one. It is spiritual and bright: it is a happy flower and brings happiness. It is humbly beautiful. People who are called Azaleia—like my friend Azaleia—take on the qualities of the flower: it is a pure delight to be around them. I received from Azaleia many white azaleias that scented the whole room.

Night-blooming Jasmine—Has the scent of the full moon. It is phantasmagorical and a little frightening: it only comes out at night, with its intoxicating smell, mysterious, silent. It belongs also to deserted street corners and darkness, to the gardens of houses with their lights turned off and their shutters closed. It is dangerous.

Cactus flower—The cactus flower is succulent, sometimes large, scented and brightly colored: red, yellow and white. It is a succulent revenge on behalf of all desert plants: it is splendor arising from despotic sterility.

Edelweiss—Found only at high altitudes, although never above 11,000 feet. This Queen of the Alps, as it is also called, is the symbol of man’s conquest. It is white and woolly. Rarely attainable: it is a human aspiration.

Geranium—Flower of window boxes in Switzerland, São Paulo, and Grajaú. It has a sarcophyllum, i.e., a succulent, highly scented leaf.

Giant water lily—There are enormous ones in Rio’s Botanical Garden, almost seven feet in diameter. Aquatic, and drop-dead gorgeous. They are the great Brazil, constantly evolving: on the first day white, then pink or even reddish. They spread a vast sense of tranquility. At once majestic and simple. Despite living on the water, they provide shade.

April 10, 1971

DO YOU REMEMBER GLÓRIA MAGADAN?

One day recently I unexpectedly received a letter from Glória Magadan, the woman who has entertained thousands of people with her telenovelas. The purpose of the letter was to enclose a review from Venezuela of The Passion According to G. H., along with the translation of one of my stories from Family Ties that appeared in a magazine. The Venezuelan publisher, Monte Avila, had not had the courtesy to send me the review. And publishing that story in a magazine is illegal: they hadn’t asked my permission to translate it and hadn’t paid me a penny; Family Ties is under contract with Editorial Sudamericana in Buenos Aires, whereas my contract for Venezuela is for a different book of short stories, along with The Passion According to G. H. And to make matters even worse, they had mangled the title: instead of “Imitation of the Rose,” they put “Invitation to Rosa.” My lawyer, Dr. Sílvio Campelo, will be dealing with it.

But do you remember Glória Magadan? She now writes for television channels in various parts of Latin America. This requires her to travel constantly, but she’s planning to settle down in Caracas. She works immensely hard, and wishes there were more than twenty-four hours in a day. But she is her own boss and, as she says, she finds this extremely stimulating: “It’s a challenge, and that fires me up. I’ve always worked for others. I want to have the experience of working for myself.”

The letter reminded me of the time I met Glória Magadan. Where her telenovelas tend to the verbose, in real life she is almost laconic. Not in the sense of avoiding talking, but she replies to questions very succinctly.

She is still young, and vain but not excessively so. She lives in a luxurious apartment: telenovelas pay good money.

Before the interview, I chatted with her secretary. She was wearing a red minidress printed with lots of psychedelic sayings, which just goes to show that today’s young people, while embracing clothes and hairstyles that look strange to their elders, are serious and capable of eminently serious work. I asked her when Glória Magadan usually worked.

“She gets up at five in the morning and works until around half-past ten. As for me, I tend to work from ten o’clock at night on, when everything is quiet.”

“What kind of work?”

“Translating the chapters from Spanish to Portuguese. She can speak Portuguese but writes in Spanish.”

The secretary does a good job: there’s not a hint of another language in the telenovelas. And during the day she looks after Glória’s interests. Once again, I envy Glória: I need a secretary to take care of my whole life, but I have no one. (Please don’t offer your services; I get by as best I can, and I have the help of a friend who doesn’t want me to reveal her name.) Finally, Glória Magadan appeared. Unassuming, even soft-spoken.

“Glória, did you know that you were a national glory?”

“No, I didn’t. What makes me happiest of all is you saying ‘national’.”

“What do you make of your own novelas?”

“Honestly? It’s as much of a catharsis for me as it is a form of escapism for the audience.”

“What would you apply your enormous imagination to if there were no novelas on television?”

“Frankly I don’t know. I think my type of imagination is very driven. It’s never occurred to me that telenovelas might not exist.”

“I’ve heard you receive many letters asking, for example, that you change what happens to one or another of the characters. What do you do when that happens, knowing that the letter represents the wishes of the masses?”

“I change it.”

“Do you have time to read?”

“Reading is an addiction of mine. I make the time. I read six or seven books a week (I studied speed reading). Also I sleep very little.”

“Which books of modern literature do you read?”

“At the moment, I’m reading Miller and Truman Capote.”

(I was genuinely surprised.)

“What were you doing in Cuba, your home country?”

“The same thing: writing telenovelas.”

“How many years have you been writing them?”

“I’m going to sound like an Egyptian mummy … But it’s been twenty years.”

Not only does she not look anything like a mummy, she is a woman in the prime of life.

“What is your method of working: do you plan everything or invent things as you go along?”

“I invent as I go along. I make a very general plan. My method of writing is very spontaneous.”

“Given the influence you have with the general public, couldn’t you raise your level a little?”

“I would lose my influence then.”

“What is your own telenovela, Glória?”

“Oh, I was born at a time of transition, and suddenly found myself faced with one of the most radical of changes. I was a middle-class person who suddenly found herself in a country where the middle class was being crushed, destroyed. Where all spiritual values were being violently replaced by different values. I felt like a foreigner in my own country. And I’ve never felt like a foreigner in other countries. And that’s an experience worthy of a novela.”

“Was it you who wrote The Sheikh of Agadir?”

“Yes, it was.”

“Then I must thank you. A few years ago I spent almost three months in the hospital recovering from burns. And at night, the only thing that relieved the constant pain was your telenovela. The nurses would sneak into my room to watch and listen too.”

“Thank you very much.”

April 17, 1971

AS FAST AS I CAN TYPE

Goodness gracious, how love keeps death at bay! I don’t know quite what I mean by that: I rely on my incomprehension, which has given me an instinctive and intuitive life, whereas so-called comprehension is so limited. I have lost friends. I don’t understand death, but I’m not afraid of dying. It will be a rest: a cradle at last. I won’t hurry it though; I will live until the last bitter drop. I don’t like it when people say I have an affinity with Virginia Woolf (I only read her after writing my first book): the reason is that I do not want to forgive her for committing suicide. Our horrible duty is to keep going to the end. And not to rely on anyone. Live your own reality. Discover the truth. And in order to suffer less, numb yourself slightly. Because I can no longer carry the sorrows of the world. What to do, though, since I feel totally what other peoples are and feel? I live in their lives, but I’ve run out of strength. I’m going to live a little in my life. I’m going to waterproof myself a little more.—There are some things I will never say: not in books, much less in a newspaper. And which I will never tell anyone in the world. A man told me that in the Talmud it says there are things that can be said to many people, others to few people, and others to no one. To which I would add: there are certain things I don’t even want to tell myself. I feel I know some truths. But I don’t know if I would understand them mentally. And I need to mature a little more if I am to draw closer to those truths. Which I can already sense. But truths don’t have words. Truths or truth? No, don’t even think that I’m going to talk about God: it’s a secret of mine.

It has turned out to be a beautiful autumn day. The beach was filled with a fine wind, a freedom. And I was alone. And at such moments I don’t need anyone. I need to learn not to need anyone. It’s difficult, because I need to share what I feel with someone. The sea was calm. I was too. But on the lookout, suspicious. As if this calm couldn’t last. Something is always about to happen. The unforeseen fascinates me.

There were two people with whom I had such a strong connection that I ceased to exist, while still continuing to be. How can I explain that? We would gaze into each other’s eyes and say nothing, and I was the other person and the other person was me. It’s so difficult to speak, so difficult to say things that cannot be said, so silent. How to translate the profound silence of the meeting of two souls? It’s very hard to explain: we were gazing straight at each other, and we remained like that for several moments. We were one single being. Those moments are my secret. There was what is called perfect communion. I call this an “acute state of happiness.” I am terrifically lucid and I seem to be reaching a loftier plane of humanity. They were the loftiest moments I have ever had. Except that afterward … Afterward, I realized that, for those two people, such moments were meaningless; they were thinking about someone else. I had been alone, all alone. That was a pain too deep for words. I will pause briefly to answer the door to the man who has come to fix the record player. I don’t know what mood I will be in when I return to the typewriter. I haven’t listened to music for quite some time as I am trying to desensitize myself. One day, though, I was taken unawares while watching the movie Five Easy Pieces. There was music on the soundtrack, and I cried. There’s nothing shameful about crying. What’s shameful is me saying in public that I cried. But then they pay me to write. Therefore, I write.

Right, I’m back. The day is still just as beautiful. But life is very expensive (I say this because of how much the man wanted for the repair). I need to work a lot to have the things I want or need. I don’t think I ever want to write books again. I am only going to write for this newspaper. I would like a job for just a few hours a day, let’s say two or three hours, and that it (the job) would involve me interviewing people. I have a knack for this, even though I might appear a little absent at times. But when I’m with a genuine person, I, too, become genuine. If you think I’m going to copy out what I’m writing or correct this text, you are mistaken. It will go as it is. I will only read it through again to correct any typos.

As for a person I’m thinking of at this moment and who uses punctuation completely different from me, I say that punctuation is the breath of the sentence. I think I have already said this. I write at the same pace as I breathe. Am I being hermetic? Because it seems that in a newspaper you have to be terribly explicit. Am I explicit? I couldn’t care less.

Now I’m going to pause and light a cigarette. Perhaps I’ll go back to the typewriter or perhaps I’ll stop right here.

I’m back. I’m now thinking about turtles. When I wrote about animals, I said, out of pure intuition, that the turtle was a dinosaurian animal. Only later did I come to read that it actually is. How weird! One day I will write about turtles. They interest me a lot. As a matter of fact, all living beings, apart from man, are a riot of amazingness. It seems that, if we were made by someone, there must have been a lot of surplus energetic matter out of which the animals were made. What use, dear God, is a turtle? The title of what I am now writing should not be “As fast as I can type.” It should be more or less this, in the form of a question: “What about turtles?” And whoever reads me would say: “It’s true, I haven’t thought about turtles for a long time.” Now I really will stop. Goodbye. Until next Saturday.

April 24, 1971

THE FAMILY OUTING

On Sundays, the family would go down to the quayside to look for ships. They would lean on a wall, and their father would gaze so fixedly down at the oily water that if he were alive, he would perhaps still be looking at it now. His daughters felt a vague sense of unease, calling to him to make him look at something more interesting: “Look at the ships, daddy!” they would say anxiously, pointing out to sea.

When darkness fell, the brightly lit city became a great metropolis with tall swiveling barstools in every bar. The youngest daughter wanted to sit on one of the stools; her father thought it funny. And this was amusing. Then she made a funny face to amuse him and this wasn’t so amusing. She chose one of the less expensive drinks, although the swiveling stool made everything more expensive. Her family, standing round, enjoyed the ceremony. A timid, greedy curiosity for happiness. That was when she first encountered Ovomaltine in a bar, never before had she known such thick, rich luxury in a glass piled high with foam, never before the high, unsteady stool—the top of the world. Everyone watching. Right from the start, she fought the nausea in her stomach, but persevered to the end, aware of the dubious responsibility of her unfortunate choice, forcing herself to like what had to be liked, from then on mixing the infinitesimal excellence of her character with the indecision of a rabbit. Also the terrifying suspicion that Ovomaltine was good, and that “it’s me that’s useless.” She lied and said it was wonderful because the others, standing up, were sharing her experience of that expensive happiness: did it depend on her whether or not they believed in a better world?

But all this was surrounded by her father, and she was at ease in that small world where walking hand in hand meant family. On the way back, her father said: “We didn’t even do anything, and yet it cost a fortune.”

Before going to sleep, in bed, in the dark. Through the window, against the white wall: a gigantic, swaying shadow of branches, as if cast by an enormous tree, which did not actually exist in the courtyard—there was only a scrawny bush; or was it the shadow of the moon?

Sunday was always going to be that vast, meditative night that begat all future Sundays and begat cargo ships and begat oily water and begat foamy milk and begat the moon and begat the gigantic shadow of a tree that was really only small and fragile. Like me.

ENCYCLOPEDIA FOR WOMEN

I am in the process of translating, for Delta Editions, an encyclopedia for women. And I’m learning a whole bunch of things; it’s a real pleasure to translate them and know that the information, written in a simple style, will actually be read. Every woman should have one (it isn’t ready yet), since it covers culture (the section I’ve been doing up till now, and I just hope they’ll also give me the section on makeup) as well as things that are strictly feminine like makeup, lifestyle, handicrafts (I’ve embroidered numerous tablecloths, but only in flat stitch or satin stitch—I don’t know how to do complicated stitches), etc. For women, our turn has finally come: we are considered important enough to be given an encyclopedia.

SÃO FRANCISCO RIVER

A friend of mine, Chico, told me he was visiting the Sertãofn6 and went with his girlfriend to bathe in the São Francisco river. They had scarcely arrived—it was a matter of two minutes, just enough time for his girlfriend to remove her skirt—when some fifty boys aged between five and fifteen miraculously appeared from goodness knows where. They were all black, children from the shore (“the shore” is what they call the banks of the São Francisco river),fn7 staring open-mouthed. They said they had never seen a white woman, who they quickly nicknamed the “Galician.”fn8 And what’s more, one in a bikini. Brazil is huge and contains all sorts; it just needs to be given the chance to leave its ignorance behind.

SPEAKING OF BATHING

One morning recently I went very early to the beach. It was an unbearably hot day in March, but the beach was still deserted, or at least that was my first impression. This was quickly undone by the sight of four nuns, two in black and two in white, all picking things up from the sand. The ones in white looked like two doves. Curiosity got the better of me, and I went up to one of them. “Can I help with anything? What are you looking for?” I asked. “Oh nothing, just shells. We’re just amusing ourselves until someone comes to fetch us.” One of them was from Rio itself and lives on Rua Oriente, and the other three were from Belo Horizonte and had come here for treatment: they have to go to the beach every day, although they are forbidden from going into the sea.

It was very beautiful to see and hear the four nuns chirruping and having fun.

May 1, 1971

A NOVELTY, A GREATNESS

Whenever you meet someone you haven’t met for some time, you ask: “What’s new?” And in most cases the answer is: “Nothing much, same as usual.” But this time there is something new.

I had the privilege of being invited by Humberto Franceschifn9 to a preview of his exhibition that opens at the Museum of Modern Art on May 11 and runs until June 11. But you should go soon, before they sell all the panels. I’ve already reserved mine. The exhibition is of color photographs mounted on large panels. Franceschi has never wanted, out of a kind of shyness, to recognize his own greatness. When I first met him, he said he would never put on an exhibition and that he was merely a very successful advertising photographer. I told him that even Cartier-Bresson would agree that his photography is art.

Why this exhibition now? Here is my interpretation: he has finally had to accept the grave and weighty responsibility of greatness. The art this man creates with a camera is just extraordinary. There are panels in experimental colors where he simply shows us light. It’s done through a process of fragmentation of movement: he decides on a sequence and then fixes on just a fraction of that sequence. There is one stunning panel which is a photograph of very simple elements like paper, glass and metal. How did he achieve such a variety of tones? He achieved this with a combination of lights, frequency and double exposures.

Another panel is the color photograph of a solution of aspirin magnified four hundred times and then transformed using contrasting filters. Another is a veritable explosion of color: it gives us pure passion—the passion of being alive—starting from the same process, by abandoning real color and, like any artist, feeling free to choose his own colors. It is, I swear, entirely different from everything you have seen before. I saw another one that I can’t even describe: it showed merely the corner of a window and a tiled wall, with part of the wall left naked and raw: seeing this in color is just incredible. It feels, if you like, as if you could almost touch it with your hands. Then there’s another panel which looks like Byzantine art at a high level of abstraction: it is pure ornament in an almost Chinese way.

Open brackets: I was given a record on which, among other songs sung in Portuguese by the group The Fevers, there was one, “Sufferin’ in the Land,” that was translated as “Sinto mas não sei dizer” (Sorry, but I can’t explain). This is also the song’s chorus, and very good it is too. Somewhere in the middle of the song, they sing: “They put it around that Clarice likes to suffer—sorry, but I can’t explain.” So I’m replying on behalf of all Clarices, whoever they may be: I don’t like suffering at all, simply because it hurts so much, okay? But sometimes it is inevitable. As regards Franceschi’s panels, here’s what I say: “Sorry, but I can’t explain.” Close brackets.

Anyone who, like me, sometimes feels a thirst for green—from time to time I go to bathe this troubled heart of mine in the Tijuca forest—should keep a restful, vibrant green in their home.

There is a panel in which Humberto Franceschi achieves the most difficult thing in art: pure simplicity. It’s a still life that captures the silence of those fruits of the earth that encapsulate life. It would enrich any home with its living silence.

There’s one in which he captures light in movement (sorry, but I can’t explain). In another, based on a poster from over three years ago, he’s found a new way of transforming the colors, with a much more defined chromatic scale. There’s a panel that is a photograph (everything is in color, don’t forget) of fire and a curl of smoke: he succeeds in making this ethereal thing almost palpable.

One of the panels shows a corner of a garden with colors so joyful, so happy, that they make you smile involuntarily. I could describe another panel with a phrase I wrote in some book of mine, I forget which: “It doesn’t make sense, but I understand” (sorry, but I can’t explain).

There’s a panel that gives us the peace and tranquility we aspire to: it appears to be the dawn lighting up the green of the Tijuca forest. And another which—perhaps because of the perspective—is so alive that I was tempted to climb inside and wander off. No, Franceschi is unstoppable.

There’s a photograph full of luminous, orangey colors and earthy ones too, which reveals the majestic tranquility of the mountains.

This exhibition is important: it places us on the level of universal art.

At home I have a black-and-white Franceschi panel, which has often been a source of inspiration to me, and which calms my nerves when they’re on edge. Everyone who comes into my living room is immediately impressed. I’m fortunate to have been given several very beautiful paintings. But when people come to the Franceschi panel, they’re just astounded and say: “Can I get one like this?” I think of my panel as a refuge in the maternal sweetness of nature. Sorry, but I can’t explain.

One of the other photographs is a combination of graphic meshes in color combinations that allow a multiplicity of infinitely varying shapes. I know that this has never previously been done anywhere in the world: it’s a really successful experiment.

He wanted to keep the panels himself, rather than sell them. But I explained to him that he didn’t have the right not to sell them: once created, once produced, it’s like with children: they have their own destiny and people are fully entitled to have them in their homes.

In short, I am dazed by so much beauty: sorry, but I can’t explain.

May 8, 1971

MOTHER’S DAY—FOR INVENTED MOTHERS

Location: Home for Abandoned Children; old construction, colonial style; numerous wings with large rooms; high ceilings; large windows, barred.

Number of children: 600.

Age of children: various.

History: founded around 1778.

Founder: a Portuguese millionaire, owner of the house; concerned about the problem of abandoned children.

Purpose: to shelter, raise and educate children who have been orphaned or else abandoned by their parents.

Main character: Sister Isabel; Vincentian Congregation; white habit; medium height; plump; cheerful; very creative; dynamic; talkative; an attentive face that can look stern when serious; moves easily and nimbly in her always immaculately white habit; a capacity for leadership; not at all conventional; a very lively individual; makes quick decisions; doesn’t seem conscious of her own intelligence; spontaneous; considers everything to be possible; once a decision is made, doesn’t hesitate to carry it out; not afraid of work.

Fact: Sister Isabel was recently appointed to the post of Mother Superior, which is to say, director, of the Home for Abandoned Children. She is gradually familiarizing herself with the Home, reading the files of six hundred children. She notices that her children are for the most part the daughters of parents unknown. For example, she consults the filing cabinet: João de Deus, born December 10, 1965 in the state of Guanabara, black, parentage: none—a blank space. She is gradually getting to know the children, one by one. Most of them ask her: Who is my mother? At first she feels embarrassed and changes the subject. But the children persist: Who is my mother? Deep thought on the part Sister Isabel. Deep sorrow as well. Search for an impossible solution. She sits thinking for hours in front of the filing cabinet, chewing her lips.

Consequence: she makes a decision. She takes all the files out one by one, not worrying that there are six hundred of them. In the space for “parentage,” she writes, for those who have no parents, the name of an invented mother. She fills the blank spaces with hundreds of Marias, Anas, Virgínias, Helenas, Madalenas, Sofias etc.

Conclusion: one by one, she summons the children who have no parentage and tells them: The name of your mother is Maria or Ana or Sofia etc. The children are overjoyed: now they all have mothers, albeit absent, but each child can now happily accept that their mother doesn’t come to visit them, for Sister Isabel always gives a reason to explain their mother’s absence. An invented mother. False. Imaginary. On paper only, and yet living, warm, full of love.

The End: with that, I consider my column for today done.

May 22, 1971

BEFORE MAN APPEARED ON EARTH

I acquired—I cannot say from whom nor how it came into my hands—a stone from Vila Velha. Vila Velha is a region of Paraná, on the way from Curitiba to the town of Ponta Grossa. The age of the stone: end of the last ice age, 360 million years ago. The geologists reached this conclusion by studying the layers of the Earth’s crust, using carbon dating. They apply this process to fossils. My stone, therefore, dates from before man’s appearance on Earth. I love stones. I am therefore madly in love with this one: holding it in my hands today gives me a very peculiar sensation. Since it had been given to me by a great friend of mine, I wanted to share it with someone who was dear to me. But no one was able to split the rock. Eventually a marble mason succeeded. He was very surprised and said: “I’ve never seen a stone like it in my life.” He noticed—and I can see it now—the presence of tiny flecks of gold, especially in the reddish part of the stone.

A young man of twenty, by the name of Sérgio Fonta, came to our home for dinner. He saw the stone, I told him its history, he picked it up. He is a poet. That same night, on leaving our home, inspiration struck. He wrote a poem about the stone and dedicated it to me, much to my delight. Here is Sérgio Fonta’s poem:


THE POEM OF THE STONE

for Clarice Lispector

Stone

Is

Unman.

Man?

Distance removes him

Sieves the sludge of centuries

Ever further

To be and

Not to be the first man

Or the first

Thing.

Man?

And the stone?

Unman.

Before his footprint,

His scent.

Stone, man.

Stone for ever stone.

A past of wells.

Multihours

Channeling ahead of it,

You nor us,

Not knowing,

Not shouting out

That universal anguish.

Prior to

The scene and the stolen kiss,

The scream and the laughter beheaded.

The stone is

All secrets.

Those irremovable secrets.

The stone and

Silence.

RIO, MARCH 16, 1971



SORRY, BUT PEOPLE DIE

The great Guimarães Rosa died; my beautiful Carlito, son of my friends Lucinda and Justino Martins, died; my dear brother-in-law, Mozart Gurgel Valente, Brazil’s ambassador to the United States, died; the son of Dr. Neves Manta died; a thirteen-year-old girl in my building died, leaving her mother grief-stricken; my thundering friend Marino Besouchet died. Sorry, but people die.

BUT THERE IS LIFE

But there is life that is to be lived intensely; there is love. There is love. That must be lived to the last drop. Without fear. It doesn’t kill.

THE STORM ON SUNDAY, MARCH 28

I don’t know if any of you remember one Sunday, March 28, a soccer game between Botafogo and Vasco. The day had been unbearably hot, the beach was an inferno. The afternoon was even worse. I prayed for heavy rain. But afterward I didn’t understand the reason for that “fury of the elements.” A friend and I had planned to go to the Açude da Solidão, to compare it with my Franceschi panel.fn10 Suddenly, tormented by the heat and sensing that something bad was going to happen, I said: “I’d rather not go to the Tijuca forest.” My friend agreed. So we went for a spin in the car instead. We went to Leblon, we visited the church in Lagoa, which is very beautiful—the church, I mean. Then the weather began to darken. The sky turned black. I said: “Let’s buy some sandwiches at Rick’s and take them home with us—a big storm’s about to break.”

We were in the car when it broke. I’d never seen anything like it. Soon the wheels were half submerged in water and mud. We couldn’t see a thing in front of us. My friend wanted to turn back. I said: “Keep on going down the middle of the street, and that way there’ll be no risk of us running up onto the sidewalk and smashing—as you’d warned—into a building.” But we couldn’t see a thing. Only blue lightning flashes, followed by the sound of thunder. This is not an elementary school exercise: “Describe a storm.” This storm I actually experienced, at some risk to my life. And knowing that one of my sons was at the soccer game, in the Maracanã stadium. I just wanted all my family and friends to be at home. Because finally we arrived. Only later did I react to the fear I had felt and suppressed: a series of shivers ran down my spine. My friend, who was soaked through, took a slug of whiskey. As always, I couldn’t get through on my telephone (please, telephone company, see if you can make it better, because my telephone has become for me an instrument of torture).

But one of my family members phoned and told me they were all home. I wanted to call my friends and find out if they were safe. I prayed for my son as I didn’t know how he would get back. But suddenly a great calm came over me. I said to my friend: “You go home and I’ll go to bed, I’m almost falling asleep.” She left; it took her an hour to get through Botafogo. I left a note for my son. And I went to bed. I had put my trust in God.

May 29, 1971

TYPEWRITER WRITING

I feel I have almost achieved liberation already. The point of no longer needing to write. If I could, I would leave my place on this page blank: replete with a resounding silence. And everyone who gazed at the blank space would fill it with their own desires.

Let’s be honest: this isn’t a column at all. It barely is. It doesn’t fit the genre. Genres no longer interest me. Mystery interests me. Do I need to have a ritual for mystery? I think I do. To bind me to the mathematics of things. I am, however, already in some ways bound to the earth: I am a daughter of nature: I want to hold, smell, touch, be. And all this is already part of a whole, a mystery. I am just one. Before, there was a difference between me and writing. (Or maybe there wasn’t, I don’t know.) No longer. I am one being. And I’m letting you be one too. Does that scare you? Probably. But it’s worth it. Even if it hurts. It only hurts at the beginning.

Now I’m going to talk about some truths that astonish me. About animals.

Someone I know said that when you hold a crab by one leg, the leg will break off so that the hunter won’t escape with the whole body. And in place of that leg, another one will grow.

Someone else I know was staying as a guest in a house and went to open the fridge to get some water.

And saw the thing.

The thing was white, very white. And, although headless, it was breathing. Like a lung: down, up, down, up. The person quickly closed the refrigerator. And stood there, heart pounding.

Later, the person found out what it was. The owner of the house was a spearfishing expert. And had caught a turtle. And removed its shell. And cut off its head. And put the thing in the refrigerator in order to cook and eat it the following day.

But while it was uncooked, the turtle—headless, naked—was breathing. Like a pair of bellows.

I’ve already talked about turtles. I wrote the following:

“Of the slow and dusty turtle carrying its stony shell, I would rather not say anything. This animal, which comes to us from the era of the dinosaurs (when I wrote ‘era of the dinosaurs,’ I didn’t know that it really was—I was only guessing), does not interest me: it is too stupid, it doesn’t engage with anyone, not even with itself. The act of lovemaking between two turtles must surely have neither warmth nor life. While not an expert, I venture to predict that a few millennia from now the species will come to an end.”

I forgot to say that I find the turtle completely immoral.

Someone, guessing that my noninterest in turtles was false, lent me a little book about them, in English. Here is an extract, translated from that book:

“Turtles are rare and ancient reptiles. Their ancestors appeared for the first time around 200 million years ago, long before the dinosaurs. While these large creatures have long been extinct, turtles, with their strange and ugly form, have managed to survive, and have remained relatively unchanged for at least 150 million years.”

No shell, no head, breathing, up, down, up, down. Alive.

How do you understand a turtle? How do you understand God?

The point of departure must be: “I don’t know.” Which is a total surrender.

The typewriter continues to write. For example, it’s going to write the following: whoever achieves a high level of abstraction is bordering on madness. What would the great mathematicians and physicists have to say to that. I know a great and very abstract man who pretends that he is like everyone else: eats, drinks, sleeps with his wife, has children. This is how he saves himself from turning into an x or a square root. When I think that when I was still very young, I gave private lessons in math and Portuguese to high school students, I can scarcely believe it. Because now I would be incapable of figuring out a square root. As for Portuguese, I found explaining the rules of grammar intensely boring. Since then, fortunately, I have managed to forget them. First you need to know, then you need to forget. Only then do you begin to breathe freely.

Now the typewriter will stop. Until next Saturday.

June 5, 1971

TRAVELING BY SEA (FIRST PART)

Note: one day I phoned Rubem Braga, the creator of the crônica, and asked him in desperation: “Rubem, I am not a columnist, and what I write is becoming excessively personal. What should I do?” He said: “It’s impossible not to be personal in a crônica.” But I don’t want to tell anyone about my life: my life is rich in experiences and vivid emotions, but I don’t ever want to publish an autobiography. Still, here are my recollections of travel by sea.

During my life I have made various sea journeys. I will remember them bit by bit as I write them down.

The first was before I was even two, from Germany (Hamburg) to Recife: I don’t know what means of transport my parents used to get from Ukraine, where I was born, to Hamburg, where my father looked for work but, luckily for us all, didn’t find any. I know nothing about this migrants’ crossing: we must all have had the faces of the emigrants in a Lasar Segall painting.fn11

Another voyage I remember was traveling third-class in an English ship, from Recife to Rio de Janeiro. It was terribly exciting. I couldn’t speak English and would choose from the menu whatever my childish finger happened to alight on. I remember on one occasion ending up with boiled haricot beans, on their own. Disappointed, I had to eat them. Poor me. An unfortunate choice. These things happen.

Now I’m remembering a trip we made from Genoa to Rio, “I boarded an Ita up north.”fn12 My first son had already been born. I hope the Ita line provides a better service today; the food was terrible, very fatty, but I did what I could to feed my eight-month-old boy safely.

Then came our voyage to New York, me expecting another baby, already missing Brazil terribly. It was an English ship, first-class, and fabulous. But I scarcely noticed: I was too sad. I took a sixteen-year-old nanny to help me, except that her intentions were not entirely focused on helping: she was too fascinated by the journey and by the diplomat lifestyle. And Avani, weighed down with books in English, her head completely turned by her good luck, did not so much as glance at my baby. And that girl’s fate is somewhat implausible: I, who don’t know how to cook but am at least inventive, taught her to cook even to the extent of teaching her how to make a chocolate soufflé (one day I will give you the recipe; San Tiago Dantas liked it very much: you bring it bubbling from the oven and pour it over frozen whipped cream just before serving). Well, the girl made a lot of progress, learning from me—despite envying me and telling me that one day her name would also appear in the newspaper—learning to dress, to have good manners, and to study. But when my younger son was born, she appeared to think that newborn babies drank milky coffee, and was surprised when I breastfed him. Later, I hired a second maid, a Portuguese woman called Fernanda, who only left me in order to marry an American colonel. We spent six and a half years in Washington. I returned home with my sons, and Avani stayed behind. She married an Englishman. And she was so well set up that when I was in Texas to give a lecture, and telephoned her in Washington, she implored me: “Come and see me!” I said to her: “I have neither the time nor the money.” And she bawled down the line: “But I’ll pay, I’ll pay!” My younger son called her Ava, rather than Avani. She, who doted utterly on the boy, adopted the name and from then on it was always: Ava this, Ava that.

From my sad journey to New York I keep a certificate of crossing the equator, and the memory of a great big ship’s party in which I took no part: it consisted of throwing people, even if fully clothed, into the swimming pool. I just drank chilled champagne, extra brut.

I think these were my only sea journeys. The rest were all by airplane, which I love: flying is good. And I like taking a risk. I was very happy to know that you can now take an airplane to Cabo Frio. I intend to use it one weekend.

TRAVELING BY TRAIN

I must have traveled by train from Ukraine to Romania and from there to Hamburg. I have no idea, being a newborn at the time. But I do recall a memorable train journey, at the age of eleven, from Recife to Maceió, with my father. I was already quite tall, and judging by what happened, already on my way to being a young woman. On the outward journey—almost a full day—an eighteen-year-old boy, to-die-for handsome and who consumed at least a dozen oranges, and who had green eyes with long dark eyelashes, simply came to ask my father if he could sit and talk with me. My father said yes. I was thrilled to bits: we flirted the entire time under the seemingly inattentive gaze of my father.

In Maceió, where we would be staying just one day, another miracle occurred. There was a party given for my father. And at the party there was a young boy aged thirteen, who was considered somewhat odd. It was said that on one occasion, on leaving a party, and accompanying a lady home at night, he had pinched her arm. Well, this boy took a fancy to me. And he asked me to go for a stroll with him. I was completely innocent, but I instinctively felt something was wrong and said no. He took my address in Recife and I received a very flowery postcard from him, filled with expressions of love. I lost the card, and lost the love. I’ve kept the memory though. The return journey was the day after the party—everyone was at the station, including that strange boy—and I know that some other thrilling thing happened, but I don’t remember what.

June 12, 1971

I’VE RIDDEN CAMELS; THE SPHINX; BELLY DANCE (CONCLUSION)

On one of my trips to Europe, the airplane, for some reason, had to change course. And, unexpectedly, I spent three days in Egypt. First, I saw the pyramids by night. I went by car; it was pitch-black outside. I jumped out and asked: “But where are the pyramids?” It turned out they were only six feet away. I was frightened. They’re less dangerous by day. During the day I saw the Sahara Desert: the sands are not white, but cream-colored. And there was a camel merchant. For a pittance you could take a camel ride: I seated myself between the two humps. It is a very strange animal: it chews its food incessantly. They told me that it has two stomachs or am I inventing that? I saw the Sphinx. I did not decipher her. Nor did she decipher me. We faced each other as equals. She accepted me, I accepted her. Each with our own mystery.

In Morocco I was taken to see the famous belly dance. I was astonished. I very much doubt you’ll guess the song to which the dancer moved her belly so extraordinarily. None other than our very own “I Want My Mamma.”fn13

TALKING OF JOURNEYS

When I went to Texas, as soon as I arrived at the hotel, I telephoned the Brazilian consul to tell him I would be staying at the university campus, just in case there were any telegrams for me. He—I’ve forgotten his name thankfully, and obviously if I did remember I wouldn’t mention it here—he was different from other diplomats. But he considered himself obliged to invite me to dinner. This representative of our country took me to a third-class restaurant, the sort with red-and-black-checked tablecloths. In the United States eating meat is expensive, while fish is cheap. Before I could choose what I wanted to eat, he said to the waiter: “Fish for the lady.” I was surprised: it wasn’t a restaurant that specialized in fish. And I swear he added: “And for me a thick steak, very rare.” While I enviously watched him tucking into his steak, he told me his woes as a divorcé. The fish, of course, was awful. To help him save money and to be rid of him, I declined dessert.

On campus I had a wonderful wood-paneled room, complete with air conditioning and an enormous television: I would only be staying for eight days, but I was terribly homesick and lonely. There were eight lectures followed by discussions. Warning to feminists: I was the only woman in the group. But being a feminist is distinctly bourgeois, not hip. (By the way, not wanting to be bourgeois is a sure sign that you are.) My lecture fell on a Saturday, the final session. But I was no fool: before the closing speeches, I asked to go out because the shops were still open and I wanted to buy some more toys to take home for my sons. I returned literally weighed down with toys, and had to buy a suitcase to carry them. It was just like Christmas when I got home. And a real relief for me, for I somehow sensed a violent death in Texas: that of President John F. Kennedy. Yes, I sensed it, telling my family about the oppressive, bloody atmosphere of summer in Texas: something was going to happen. I don’t include the university professors in this, they were wonderful and invited me for breakfast, as is customary in the United States.

While I was there, I met Gregory Rabassa, an American translator of Portuguese and Spanish, who had just translated my book The Apple in the Dark for Knopf. I never thanked you, Gregory, I don’t write letters, but I am very grateful: yours was a true labor of love. There’s just one thing I don’t understand: in his introduction about Brazilian literature, which Rabassa knows inside out, he said that I was more difficult to translate than Guimarães Rosa, because of my “syntax.” I have no syntax, none at all. I don’t understand. But okay, fine. Gregory Rabassa must know what he’s talking about.

With or without syntax, this is the honest account of my journeys. I could talk about Algiers, about Lisbon, which I loved, about Paris and Poland. In Poland I was one step away from Russia. I was offered a trip to Russia, if I wanted. But I didn’t. I have literally never set foot in that country: I was carried in my parents’ arms. But I remember one evening in Poland, at the home of one of the embassy secretaries, when I went out alone onto the terrace: a great black forest was emotionally showing me the way to Ukraine. I felt the call. Russia holds a part of me too. But I belong to Brazil.

I WAS IN GREENLAND …

When I went with Alzira Vargas Amaral Peixotofn14 to Holland, where she was to christen the oil tanker Getúlio Vargas, we also, needless to say, went to Paris. On our return to the United States, in an atrocious winter of nonstop snow, the airplane had to make a diversion. And we found ourselves, at midnight, stopping off in Greenland. Unfortunately, we got no further than the airport. It was cold beyond words. I saw a couple of typical Greenlanders: tall, slender, very blonde. And I said to Alzira: “Let’s pretend we went into town as well.” She agreed. And we kept the secret, both of us: we said that we had visited Greenland. I’m giving away our secret, Alzira …

I WAS IN BOLAMA, AFRICA

Due to another rerouted flight, I found myself in Bolama, one of Portugal’s colonial possessions in Africa. There I had breakfast and saw some Africans. The Portuguese, at least the ones I saw, were using whips on the Black workers. The Blacks speak a very charming Portuguese. I asked a boy of around eight how old he was. He replied: “Fifty-three years of age.” I was taken aback. I asked the Portuguese man I was having breakfast with: “How do you explain that?” He replied: “They don’t know their age; you could ask that old man over there his age and he might tell you he was two years old.” I asked: “But is it necessary to treat them as if they weren’t human beings?” He replied: “If you don’t, they won’t do any work.” That made me think. Mysterious Africa. At the very moment when you’re reading this column, untamable Africa is alive out there. I feel so sorry for Africa. I would like to be able to do something for her, no matter how small. But I have no power. Only that of words, sometimes. Only sometimes.

June 19, 1971

UNTITLED

How dare they tell me that I vegetate more than live? Just because I lead a life away from the footlights. When I, of all people, live life in its purest form. So in touch am I with the ineffable. I breathe God deeply. And I live many lives. I don’t want to list how many people’s lives I lead. But I feel all of them, breathe all of them. And then there are the lives of my dead too. I devote much thought to them. I am in the very heart of the mystery. At times, my soul convulses. I have a friend who has kidney stones. And when a stone wants to pass, she goes through hell until it does. Spiritually, a stone often wants to pass—and that’s when my whole self convulses. After it passes, I am entirely pure. It is a lie to say people cannot be helped. I am helped by the mere presence of a living person. I am helped by the gentle ache of missing those I loved. And I am helped by my own breathing. And there are moments of laughter or good cheer. Of joy, of the very highest order. Someone once wrote to me: “I would leave you for God.” I understand. Would this person still be capable of leaving me and exchanging me for God? Do they miss me? I think they do miss me and are briefly possessed by God. As I write now, my nakedness is utterly chaste. And it is good to write: it is the stone finally passing. I surrender myself completely to these moments. And I possess my death. I already miss those I will leave behind terribly. But I am so light. Nothing pains me. Because I am living the mystery. The eternity before me and after me. The symbol of the mystery is to be found in Vila Velha, Paraná: it dates from before the appearance of man on Earth. Imagine the silence there must have been at that uninhabited time. The silent energy. Of time, which has always existed. Time is permanent. It will never end. Isn’t that beautiful? I also have another stone, even more ancient: the geologists reached the conclusion that it comes from when the Earth was formed. Brazil is very ancient. Its volcanoes are already extinct. I stopped writing for a moment to pick up that stone and enter into communion with it. I was also given a small diamond: it looks like a drop of light in the palm of my hand. I am full of strong temptations and strong desires. To overcome them all, I spend forty days in the desert. I have a glass of water beside me. From time to time I take a sip. This is how I quench all my thirsts. Now I am going to teach you a Hindu method of being at peace. It seems like a game but it’s true. It goes like this: imagine you are a bouquet of white roses. Visualize your soft and scented whiteness. Then think of a bouquet of red roses, Black Prince: they are deep red, passionate. Then visualize a bouquet of yellow roses, which are, as I have said elsewhere, alarmingly cheerful. Then imagine a bouquet of pink roses in their modesty, their thick, velvety petals. Then in your head combine these four large bouquets into one enormous basket. And finally, get rid of the pink roses, perhaps because they’re so palely bashful and because they are the rose par excellence, and, in your mind, take them to a garden and put them back in their flower bed. Hindus achieve peace with this mental exercise. I think about India, where I will probably never go. But hunger spiritualizes no one. Only intentional hunger. It’s raining, and it’s four o’clock in the morning. The wind rattles the locked doors of my terrace. But my body is warm. I should be feeling cold, but I’m warm and alive. This afternoon I’m going to have a very important meeting. I feel deep respect for the soul of the person I’m going to meet. And this person has great respect for me too. Perhaps it will be a silent encounter. I was sent a letter from Minas Gerais: in it was a drawing of my face, and the man said he loved me with dumbstruck fervor. I replied saying that fervor is always dumbstruck. And that I was grateful to be the object of this fervor. The drawing is very good. I wonder whether this man knows me personally, from when I was in Belo Horizonte giving a lecture. The drawing is more accurate than any photograph. And who is Gilberto? Who sent me a drawing in which I appear full length, with a cigarette in my hand. Beside it, Gilberto wrote the titles of some of my books, and some drawings alluding to the titles. And on the right-hand side, very childishly, Gilberto wrote: “Beautiful! Fascinating! A femme fatale!” Gilberto, femmes fatales do not exist, except in silent movies. His drawing is very good too. Do you know me personally, Gilberto? Sorry, but I don’t remember you. And you only signed yourself “Gilberto,” you didn’t put any address on the envelope, and for that reason I am replying here. To make this afternoon’s meeting a jolly affair, I’m going to put on my best clothes and wear perfume. And, if we do speak, they will be words of joy. Which perfume should I use? I think I already know. I’m not telling you which perfumes I use: they are my secret. I wear perfume for my own benefit. I’m thinking of my father: he said I was very perfumed. My sons are too. It’s a gift that God gives to the body. I humbly thank him. And one day I will perhaps go to India. I might take out a loan from the bank so as to have the money to go and stay there a week. Will I have the courage to go alone? I need to have the address of someone there who will show me around. I would so much like to go … I will finish now because I only have an allotted amount of space in this newspaper. I think I’ll read a little. About diamonds. In an Italian magazine it says: “Tra le pietre preziose è la più bella, la più ricercata, è l’idea stessa di pietra preziosa.”fn15

June 26, 1971

XICO BUARK PAYS ME A VISIT

This spelling, Xico Buark, was invented by Millôr Fernandes, one night at Antonio’s.fn16 It amused me in the way it did when I used to play with words as a child. As for Chico, he just smiled a double smile: one because he found it funny, the other the sad, mechanical smile of someone who has been annihilated by fame. If “Xico Buark” does not fit Chico’s pure and somewhat melancholic face, it does fit that quality he possesses of coming when others call him, that ability of his to smile while frequently keeping his green eyes open and unsmiling. He isn’t a kid, but if a thoughtful, handsome and eternally young creature called “kid” existed in the animal kingdom, then Francisco Buarque de Holanda would belong to that mountain race.

I liked Chico so much that I invited him to my home. He happily accepted.

He arrived just before four o’clock in the afternoon: back then he had a five o’clock music lesson with Vilma Graça, and had been studying music theory for a year in order to take up the piano.

As for decisive moments in his life, he’s still too young to know whether those moments were in fact decisive, whether at the end of the day they counted or not. He was born under a lucky star: everything had flowed as easily and naturally for him as a country stream. For him, creating is not a very arduous business. Sometimes when he’s trying to create something, he goes to sleep thinking about it, wakes up still thinking about it—and nothing. In general, he gets tired and gives up. The next day, though, the thing bursts upon him and anyone might think it came scot-free, born that very moment, but that explosion comes from the unconscious and apparently unsuccessful work that preceded it.

The problem interests him: he asked me several questions about my method of working. I said to him: “Despite being a boy from the big city and from an erudite family, you give the impression of being dazzled by yourself just as you dazzle everyone else with your distinctive way of speaking: have you already grown accustomed to success? You give the impression that you’re dazzled by your own abilities, that you got caught up in a whirlwind and your feet haven’t yet touched the ground.”

Chico thinks he comes across as a fool because his reactions are very slow, but that deep down he’s very quick. It’s just that keeping his feet on the ground in the practical sense gets in the way somewhat. He thinks his success is one of those external things that has little to do with who he is: we all have our vanity, and everyone enjoys success, but it’s not important. What is important is the suffering endured by the person doing the looking and the finding. “Today,” he told me, “I woke up with a terribly empty feeling because yesterday I finished a piece of work.”

We talked about Villa-Lobos’s creative process and he told me something that Villa-Lobos had said to Tom Jobim.fn17 One day, Villa-Lobos was working at home and there was a fearsome racket going on around him. Tom asked him: “Doesn’t the noise bother you, maestro?” Villa-Lobos replied: “The outer ear has nothing to do with the inner ear.” Chico was very envious of this. He would also like not to have deadlines for delivering his compositions, and to not be a success: he gets stopped in the street and has to sign autographs right there and then.

Chico has the air of being a “nice young man,” the kind mothers with daughters of marrying age would like to have as a son-in-law. This air of being a nice young man comes from a mixture of kindness, good humor, melancholy and honesty. He can appear gullible but he says he isn’t, and that he’s just very lazy.

Naturally he was pleased when the maestro Isaac Karabtchevsky conducted his composition “The Band” at the Municipal Theater, but what really interests him is creating. He’s been writing verses from an early age. I asked him to make up a little verse on the spot, and, to put him at his ease, said that I would wait in the pantry. A few minutes later Chico called me over, laughing: “Clarice asked me for a little ditty / But, oh dear, it wasn’t very pretty / And even though she kindly left the room / I could feel her eyes, the eyes of Doom.”

I asked him if he had ever experienced loneliness, or if his life had always had that justifiable sheen to it. I advised him to be alone from time to time, otherwise he would become overwhelmed, because being loved excessively by other people can also overwhelm a person. He agreed and said that he always tried to get away from things whenever he could.

On entering architecture school, when he began to swap his T-square for a guitar, it seemed like he was just bumming around. But his family eventually came to accept it.

He was going through a phase of soul-searching and the previous day had finished a piece of work that was purely musical, and therefore needed a deadline. He’s always ready for a new song though. The most important things for Chico are work and love, and, as a person, what he wants is, just that, the freedom to work and to love. Jokingly, I asked him what love was. “I can’t define it,” he said to me, “can you?” “Me neither,” I replied.

July 3, 1971

HALF-SERIOUS CONVERSATION WITH TOM JOBIM (I)

Tom Jobim was my sponsor at the first Writers’ Festival, I forget which year, at the launch of my novel The Apple in the Dark. And at our stall he was always fooling around: waving the book around and asking passersby:

“Anyone want to buy one? Who wants to buy one?”

I don’t know how, but the fact is we sold all the copies.

One day, some time ago, Tom came to visit me: we hadn’t seen each other for years. He was the same Tom: handsome, friendly, with that air of purity he has about him, his hair half-flopping over his forehead. A whiskey and a conversation that gradually became more serious. I will reproduce our words exactly (I took notes; it didn’t bother him).

“Tom, how do you approach the problem of maturity?”

“There’s a poem of Drummond’s that says: ‘Maturity, that horrible gift …’ I don’t know, Clarice, people become more adept, but also more demanding.”

“Not a bad thing; being demanding of yourself is good.”

“With maturity, people become conscious of a whole series of things they weren’t aware of before: even the most spontaneous instincts pass through that filter. The space police, who are our only true police, are always present. I’ve noticed that music has been changing along with the way it’s performed, and with people being too lazy to take themselves off to the Municipal Theater. I want to ask you that same question about reading books, because today people listen to television and transistor radios, which are such inadequate mediums. All the more serious, highbrow pieces I’ve written stay locked in a drawer. Don’t get me wrong: I consider popular music to be very serious. Do people read these days the way I read when I was a boy, taking a book to bed with me before falling asleep? Because I sense that people suffer from a sort of lack of time—what we’ll end up with is speed-reading. What do you think?”

“I’ll be very sorry if that happens, if someone reads my books merely by flicking through the pages, speed-reading; I wrote my books with love, attention, pain and a lot of research, and, at a minimum, I want complete attention in return. An attention and an interest like yours, Tom. And yet the funny thing is that I myself no longer have the patience to read fiction.”

“You’re contradicting yourself, Clarice!”

“No, my books, luckily for me, are not overburdened with events, but rather the impact those events have on the individual. Someone once said that music and literature will die out. Do you know who said that? Henry Miller. I don’t know whether he meant right away, or three or five hundred years from now. But I don’t think they will ever die.”

Tom chuckles: “Oh, I agree!”

“I think the sound of music is indispensable for human beings, and the spoken and written word is like music, two of the very highest things that lift us up out of the monkey kingdom, the animal kingdom.”

“And the mineral one, and the plant kingdom as well! (He laughs.) I think I’m a musician who believes in words. Yesterday I read your short stories ‘The Buffalo’ and ‘The Imitation of the Rose.’”

“Yes, but even words and music are not always immune from death.”

“Death doesn’t exist, Clarice. I had an experience that taught me this. Just as neither the ‘self’ nor the ‘little self’ nor the ‘big self’ exist. Apart from this experience that I’m not going to tell you about, I fear death twenty-four hours a day. The death of the self, I swear to you, Clarice, because I saw it.”

“Do you believe in reincarnation?”

“I don’t know. The Hindus say that only those who are conscious of the several lives they have lived truly know about reincarnation. Clearly this isn’t my point of view: if reincarnation exists, it can only be through renunciation.”

I then told him the epigraph of one of my books: it is a sentence by the art critic Bernard Berenson: “A complete life may be one ending in so full identification with the nonself that there is no self to die.”

“That’s very beautiful,” said Tom. “It’s the renunciation I was talking about. I fell into a trap because without the self, I denied myself. If we deny any transmission from one self to another, which is what reincarnation means, then we are denying reincarnation itself.”

“I don’t understand anything we’re talking about, but it makes sense. How can we talk about things we don’t understand! Let’s see if the two of us meet up in our next reincarnation.”

July 10, 1971

TALKING SERIOUSLY WITH TOM JOBIM (II)

We then talked about how industrial society overorganizes and depersonalizes life. And whether it falls to artists to preserve not only the world’s happiness, but also its conscience.

“I’m against the art of consumption. I mean, of course, Clarice, I love consumption … But when standardizing everything starts taking away the joy of life, then I’m against industrialization. I’m in favor of machinery that makes human life easier, but against machines that dominate the human species. Of course, it’s up to artists to preserve the happiness of the world. Even if art becomes utterly crazy and only brings sadness to the world. But it’s not the fault of art, because art’s role is to reflect the world, which it does and honestly too. Hooray for Oscar Niemeyer and hooray for Villa-Lobos! Hooray for Clarice Lispector! Hooray for Antônio Carlos Jobim! Ours is an art that accuses. I’ve written symphonies and chamber music that have never seen the light of day.”

“Don’t you think it’s your duty to make the music that your soul demands? From what you’ve said, I suppose it means that our best work is directed at the elite?”

“In order to express ourselves, we, of course, have to resort to the language of the elite, the kind of elite that doesn’t exist in Brazil … Therein lies the great drama of Carlos Drummond de Andrade and Villa-Lobos.”

“Who do you make music for and who do I write for, Tom?”

“I don’t think anyone has asked us that and yet we still hear the music and the words, without having really learned them from anyone. The choice isn’t ours: you and I work by inspiration. Out of our ungrateful clay we make plaster. Ungrateful even toward us. The criticism I would make, Clarice, in this comfortable apartment in Leme, is that you and I are rarefied beings who only give of ourselves at certain times. We should give more of ourselves, at all times, indiscriminately. Today, when I read a score by Stravinsky, I feel even more of an irrepressible urge to be with ordinary people, even though the culture we throw at them comes straight back in at us through the window—I’m plagiarizing C. D. A.fn18 here.”

“Perhaps because we’re all part of what you might call a broken generation?”

“Hm, I don’t entirely agree.”

“It’s just that I feel we reached the threshold of doors that stood open, which, out of fear or whatever, we didn’t fully enter. Doors over which our names are already engraved. Everyone has a door with their name engraved above it, Tom, and only through that door can the lost person enter and find themselves.”

“Knock and it will open.”

“I’ll confess, Tom, and without a trace of a lie: I feel that if I’d really had the courage, I would have already entered my designated doorway, and without worrying about people calling me crazy. Because there is a new language, both in music and in writing, and the two of us would be the legitimate representatives of those narrow doors that belong to us. In short, and setting aside all vanity, I’m simply saying that both of us have a vocation to fulfill. How do your musical meanderings end up as creation? Oh, I’m mixing everything up, but it’s not my fault, Tom, nor yours: it’s because our conversation is verging on the psychedelic.”

“Musical creation for me is compulsory. That’s how I express my yearnings for freedom.”

“Internal or external freedom?”

“Total freedom. If, as a man, I’m a conventional petty bourgeois, as an artist I have taken my revenge on the immensities of love. Sorry, no more whiskey for me, it makes me want to drink more of it; I should be drinking beer because it fills the great voids of the soul. Or at least stops you getting drunk too quickly. I’m only an occasional drinker. I enjoy the odd beer, but I don’t like getting drunk.”

The maid was duly dispatched to buy some beer.

July 17, 1971

HALF-SERIOUS CONVERSATION WITH TOM JOBIM (III)

“Tom, every well-known person, like you, is at heart a great unknown. What’s your hidden side?”

“Music. At the time, it was a very competitive scene and I would have had to kill my friend and my brother to survive. The spectacle of that world just struck me as false. The piano in a darkened room offered me a possibility of infinite harmony. That is my hidden side. My desire to escape, my timidity, carried me inadvertently, involuntarily, to the spotlights of Carnegie Hall. I have always fled from success, Clarice, as the Devil flees from the cross. I always wanted to be the one who didn’t have to go on stage. I’d come back from the beach, and the piano offered me an unsuspected world of enormous freedom—the notes were there waiting for me and I could see paths opening up before me, could see that everything was allowed, and that I could go anywhere as long as that place had integrity. Suddenly, the thing that presents itself to a pubescent teenager, the great dream of love, was there, in all its uncertainty and certainty—do you know what I mean, Clarice? A flower, for example, doesn’t know it’s a flower, does it? I lost myself and found myself while peering through the keyhole at my maid’s breasts. Her breasts looked really beautiful through the keyhole.”

“Tom, would you be able to improvise a poem that would could be used as lyrics for a song?”

He agreed and, after a short pause, dictated the following to me:


Your green eyes are vaster than the sea.

And if one day I were as strong as you

I would turn my back and go and live in space.

Or perhaps not, perhaps I would love you then.

Ah, how I miss that life I never lived!



“How do you sense that a song is about to be born?”

“The birth pangs are terrifying. Banging my head against the wall, anguish, a sense of the futility of it all—those are the symptoms of a new song being born. The less I mess around with a song, the more I like it. Any trace of savoir faire terrifies me.”

“Gauguin, who isn’t my favorite person, said something that should never be forgotten, however painful: ‘Once you’ve mastered painting with your right hand, paint with your left, when you’ve mastered painting with your left hand, paint with your feet.’ Does that chime with your fear of savoir faire?”

“For me, skill is very useful, but at the end of the day it’s useless. Only what you create satisfies. Whether it’s true or false, a clumsy shape that says something is always preferable to a skillful shape that says nothing.”

“Do you do the choosing when it comes to your collaborators, to who performs your music?”

“When I can choose, I do. But life took over. I like working with people I love: Vinícius de Moraes, Chico Buarque, João Gilberto, Newton Mendonça, etc.fn19 What about you?”

“It’s part of my profession to be always on my own, with no performers or colleagues. And you know, every time I’ve finished writing a book or a story, I’ve always felt desperately, utterly certain that I would never write anything ever again. What do you feel when you’ve just given birth to a song?”

“Exactly the same. I always think I’ve died from the birth pangs.”

The beer arrived.

“The most important thing in the world is love, the most important thing for the individual is the integrity of the soul, even if, from the outside, it might seem a little grubby. When the soul says Yes, it’s yes, when it says No, it’s no. And you just have to get used to that. Setting aside all that is good and all that is bad. As for what love is, love is giving, giving, giving yourself. Not according to your own needs—many people think they’re giving themselves when they’re doing nothing of the sort—but according to the needs of the person you love. Anyone who doesn’t give themselves ends up hating themselves, even castrating themselves. Solitary love is nonsense.”

“Was there a decisive moment in your life?”

“There have only been decisive moments in my life. Including having to go, at the age of thirty-six, to the United States, because of Itamaraty,fn20 at a time when I was more interested in striped pajamas, wicker rocking chairs, and blue skies with scattered clouds.”

“In creations of any discipline, you can often detect the process of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. Do you sense this in your songs at all?”

“Oh, far too much. I’m a passionate mathematician, but one who lacks both passion and mathematics. Without form there is nothing. Form exists even in chaos.”

“What were the big emotions in your life as composer, and in your personal life?”

“As a composer, none. In my personal life, the discovery of the self and the nonself.”

“What kind of Brazilian music has the most success abroad?”

“All kinds. The old world, Europe and the United States, have completely run out of subjects, of strength, virility. As a country, Brazil, despite everything, has an extremely free soul that lends itself to creativity, encourages big ideas.”

July 24, 1971

A PHENOMENON OF PARAPSYCHOLOGY

One day, a young girl gave me a very brief account of something that had happened to her. I then asked her to write down what she had told me, without any literary or stylistic pretensions, but just as a reminder for me, because I wanted to write some kind of story based on what she had told me.

The girl took a notepad and sat down in a corner of my living room, with her back half turned to me. And I sat there thinking and feeling, waiting, glancing across at her little hand racing across the paper, while I mentally composed the story, developing it into a fully formed thing right there and then.

She stopped and said: “I don’t know how to continue.”

Then, as if I’d already read what she had written, I dictated the most important part to her.

Soon the girl said: “It’s ready; I’ll read it out loud for you because my handwriting isn’t very good.”

On hearing her account, my eyes opened wide with surprise: it was the same story almost exactly as I was intending to tell it and just as I had shaped it in my head while she was writing!

I interrupted the girl to tell her this:

“But you’ve written it as if you were me, in my very own words! The story’s written! How can that be?”

She replied:

“While I was writing, I had a clear sense that you were dictating it to me and all I needed was to copy it down. It was so easy.”

It can’t be that the style she adopted was consciously influenced by mine, since she confessed that she’d only read a few pages of mine and that she couldn’t bear to read any more, because she found it too moving. Plus, we have only very recently gotten to know each other.

What actually happened was that the girl had become my vessel.

I’m describing this true event without understanding it. The mystery of human relations fascinates me.

PSALM OF DAVID, NO. 4

Hear me when I call, O God of my righteousness. In distress you gave me relief, have mercy upon me and hear my prayer. Sons of men, how long will you turn my glory to shame? How long will you love vanity and seek after lies? For know that the Lord has set apart for Himself he that is loved. Tremble and do not sin. Commune with your own heart upon your bed and be still. Offer the sacrifice of righteousness and trust in the Lord. Many say: Who will show us Goodness? Lord, lift up the light of your countenance upon us. You have put gladness in my heart, more than in the time when your corn and your wine increased. I will both lie down in peace and sleep, for only You, Lord, make me dwell in safety.

DISAGREEMENT

I give you bread and you prefer gold. I give you gold but your real hunger is for bread.

LIVING

He experienced the sensation of being. He couldn’t explain, it was so deep and clear and broad. The sensation of being was an acute, calm, instantaneous vision of being the very representative of life and of death. Therefore, he did not want to sleep, so as not to lose the sensation of life.

THE NEED TO STOP

I miss myself. I’m easily distracted, I answer the phone too much, I write quickly, I live quickly. Where is me?

I need to go on a spiritual retreat and find myself at last—yes, at last, but I’m so afraid—of myself.

July 31, 1971

GENARO

Both as regards colors and shapes, the tapestries and paintings of Genaro de Carvalho were always bold and creative without ever being shocking. In every tapestry one can sense the rigorous craftsmanship Genaro demanded of himself: though modern-day, he was a tapestry maker like those of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. He was the greatest artist we had in that field, and he was the pioneer of tapestry-making in Brazil. Genaro dedicated himself for over twenty years to his métier, always reinventing himself, both thematically and technically. “I was never interested in being a trendy artist, who was merely original.” It was the search for practical new solutions that led him to use unusual materials in his tapestries to achieve a multilayered effect.

When I was in Salvador, I met up with him and we chatted. How did the idea of making tapestries come to him? Love for the texture of the material, or love for the object?

“I just think tapestry is a wonderful thing. Creating is, above all, not dying. It’s a vital, organic, indispensable necessity. A daily necessity. If I didn’t create works of art, I would doubtless create something else that I liked.”

I will reproduce here part of a text that Genaro himself wrote in one of his exhibition catalogs:

The art I make is an art of love, it always has been. I do it because I enjoy it, and want others to enjoy it too. It never was and never will be a hermetic art, it isn’t an art of rebellion or of protest, but this doesn’t mean that I accept the pain and suffering of the contemporary world. I am a participant in and a witness to all the conflicts and happenings. I see and feel the great divergences, the struggle for survival. I think that modern-day man, touched to the very core of his being by all these distressing situations, needs at least a pause, time to breathe and perhaps recharge his energy, restore his spirits. The art I make is an attempt to provide that pause. If I can contribute a little joy and optimism, then I will have fulfilled the mission I have set myself. I am an antishock, antitrauma, antitragedy kind of person. Life is full of shocks, traumas and tragedies. Why remind people of this in art? Besides, there are many things that cannot be put right.

“I don’t entirely agree with you, Genaro. I think that, by denouncing human suffering, art can offer consolation through understanding. I think that art serves as the basis for our ability to feel and think more deeply. But to go back to tapestry: besides a loom, what else do you use?”

“I use my loom, my hands, my paintbrush, my canvas, my love and my willpower.”

“Does the Brazilian experience of tapestry differ from the European experience?”

“My return to Brazil was essential to my art. I began to look at the blue skies, the leaves, and to dream of an art that was exuberant, tropical, and above all Brazilian. When talking about me, Clarice, we should also talk about Nair, my wife, who has always encouraged me, and about my friends who have always encouraged me too and have taught me to like what I do just as I like the paintings of Di Cavalcanti, Milton Dacosta, etc. Like everyone else, I belong to a particular time: I have a duty to my generation. I think that tapestry is very much a regional art. Every place has its own traditions and processes, which sometimes go back centuries. This makes tapestries woven in France, for example, different from those from Czechoslovakia or Persia. Portugal, too, has a long tradition in a particular kind of folk embroidery.”

“What’s the spark that makes you want to create?”

“The moment of inspiration can be born of the simplest things: a tiny detail, a plant swaying in the wind, ivy climbing up a wall. Sometimes I’m inspired by my own paintings. But I need to be happy. I think that a happy person can do great things.”

“Your art is full of exuberance, but an exuberance that comes from introspection. Am I right or wrong?”

“You’re quite right.”

“Do you think your tapestries would be the same if you didn’t live in Bahia? I’m thinking of the influence of colors and lights.”

“Bahia is my eternal beloved, and I’m fascinated by its colors and lights, the brilliance of its sunsets, the yellow of its swaying, rustling coconut palms. That might sound like a cliché or a line from a samba song, but it’s the truth.”

This man has just died.

August 7, 1971

YOU ARE A NUMBER

If you aren’t careful you will become a number even to yourself. Because from the moment you are born, they put a number on you. Your identity at the Félix Pacheco Institutefn21 is a number. The civil registry is a number. Your voter registration is a number. Professionally speaking you’re a number. In order to be a motorist, you need a driver’s license with a number, and a license plate for your car. On an income tax return, the taxpayer is identified by a number. Your apartment building, your telephone, your apartment number—everything’s a number.

If you are one of those people who buys on an installment plan, you’re a number too. Same thing if you own property. If you’re a member of a club, you have a number. If you’re an immortal of the Brazilian Academy of Letters, you have a numbered chair.

It’s for this reason that I’m going to take private math lessons. I need to know about these things. Or physics lessons. I’m serious: I really am going to take math lessons; I need to know something about integral calculus.

If you’re a shopkeeper, your business license makes you a number too.

If you donate to a charity, they write to you as a number. If you go on a journey, whether for tourism or business or just an excursion, you are given a number. When you board an airplane, they give you a number. If you own shares you receive a number, as shareholder of a company. And obviously on the census you’re a number. If you are Catholic, you receive a baptism number. On the civil or religious registry, you are numbered. If you are a legal entity, you have a number. And when you die, there’s a number on your grave. And on the death certificate too.

Are we not someone? I object.

However, it’s pointless to object. And no doubt my objection will also be given a number.

A friend of mine told me that in the Alto Sertão region of Pernambuco, a woman took her sick, dehydrated child to the local health center. She was given the ticket number 10. But the child could not be seen within the time allocated by the doctor because they only dealt with patients 1 through 9. The child died because of a number. We are all to blame.

If there’s a war, you are classified by a number. On a wristband with a metal tag, if I’m not mistaken. Or on a neck chain, also metallic.

We are going to fight this. Everyone is someone—with no number. Oneself is simply one’s self.

And God is not a number.

Let’s be people, please. Our society is drying us out like a dry number, like a dry white bone left out in the sun. My private number is 9. Period. 8. Period. 7. Period. No use adding them up or turning them into nine hundred and eighty-seven. Am I classifying myself with a number? No, privacy doesn’t allow it. See, I’ve tried several times in my life not to have a number and I didn’t escape. Which means that we need a lot of affection, our own name, and sincerity. Let us love, because love has no number. Or does it?

MYSTERY: SKY

I don’t remember when exactly I visited Caxumbu, accompanying my father. But one night, along with a female friend—but one of those who doesn’t talk incessantly—I went out into some open countryside. And there, gently leaning back, I looked up at the sky. In the countryside, the sky is a deep navy blue and you can see thousands of crystal-like stars. Looking at the sky I became quite dizzy with myself.

How?! How brilliant we humans are. How did we come to invent the planetarium?

On July 25, 1971, I went to see the sky at the planetarium. It was a Sunday. And that day they were going to show Jupiter in particular. The sky is a thing of madness or of genius. I was very happy to see the Sun. And the sign of the day was Sagittarius, which is my star sign. Jupiter is the most powerful of all the planets. It has a series of moons.

After August 15, I’m going to see the planet Mars. Could it be that another planet, apart from Earth, could be inhabited? We are a privileged lot. There is such a superabundance of raw material here that we even have animals, pure animals like the tiger and also a horrible animal whose name I do not wish to write.

I swear we should be more united: because the Universe is so large that it transcends all horizons. If we do not love each other, we are lost. It is better to find ourselves in God.

August 14, 1971

I AM A QUESTION

Who asked the first question?

Who made the world?

If it was God, who made God?

Why does two plus two make four?

Who said the first word?

Who wept for the first time?

Why is the Sun hot?

Why is the Moon cold?

Why does the lung breathe?

Why do we die?

Why do we love?

Why do we hate?

Who made the first chair?

Why do we wash clothes?

Why do we have breasts?

Why do we have milk?

Why is there sound?

Why is there silence?

Why is there time?

Why is there space?

Why is there infinity?

Why do I exist?

Why do you exist?

Why is there sperm?

Why does the egg exist?

Why does the panther have eyes?

Why are there mistakes?

Why do we read?

Why does the square root exist?

Why are there flowers?

Why does the element earth exist?

Why do people want to sleep?

Why did I light this cigarette?

Why does the element fire exist?

Why do rivers exist?

Why is there gravity?

Who invented glasses and why?

Why are there illnesses?

Why is there health?

Why do I ask questions?

Why are there no answers?

Why is the person reading this puzzled?

Why is the Swedish language so pleasing?

Why did I go to a cocktail party at the Swedish ambassador’s residence?

Why does the Swedish cultural attaché have Si as a first name?

Why am I alive?

Why is the person reading this alive?

Why am I sleepy?

Why do they give prizes to men?

Why does woman love man?

Why does man have the strength to love woman?

Why is there integral calculus?

Why do I write?

Why did Christ die on the cross?

Why do I lie?

Why do I tell the truth?

Why does the chicken exist?

Why do publishers exist?

Why is there money?

Why did I paint a vase an opaque black?

Why does the sexual act exist?

Why do I look for things and not find them?

Why does anonymity exist?

Why do saints exist?

Why do we pray?

Why do we grow old?

Why does cancer exist?

Why do people get together for dinner?

Why is the Italian language so romantic?

Why does someone sing?

Why does the black race exist?

Why am I not black?

Why does one man kill another?

Why at this very moment is a child being born?

Why are the Jews the chosen race?

Why was Christ Jewish?

Why does my surname seem hard like a diamond?

Why is today Saturday?

Why do I have two sons?

Why can I ask the question why indefinitely?

Why does the fig taste of fig?

Why does my maid have a boyfriend?

Why is parapsychology a science?

Why am I going to study math?

Why are some things soft and some things hard?

Why am I hungry?

Why is there hunger in northeast Brazil?

Why does one word trigger another?

Why do politicians make speeches?

Why is the machine becoming so important?

Why do I have to stop asking questions?

Why does the color dark green exist?

Why?

It’s because.

Well, why didn’t they tell me that earlier?

Why goodbye?

Why until next Saturday?

Why?

August 21, 1971

APOLOGY, EXPLANATION AND GENTLENESS

I am writing about a piece published here and called “You Are A Number.” On Saturday, August 7. And I’m writing as speedily as possible so as to reach anyone who may by chance have been affected in the wrong way.

I sensed in the air—I really did—how much unhappiness I caused with that piece. I myself felt offended. And I know I offended others. No. You are not a number. Me neither.

Because there is the ineffable. Love is not a number. Friendship isn’t. Nor is kindness. Elegance fluctuates. And whether God has a number—I don’t know. Hope also has no number. Losing something is ineffable: I never know where I have put things. I even lose the list of things not to lose. Death is ineffable. But life is too. Indeed, being is also impalpably provisional. Esteem too. Creativity.

What I am now writing seems like a labyrinth, but it has very wide exits. I even received from a child called Clarice a very pretty painting of a green labyrinth. And all this is ineffable. I saw a green parrot on Sunday—a turquoise-fronted Amazon—which was making noises and learning to imitate human speech. And all that is ineffable. The fact that I have just finished writing a story called “Labyrinth” is also ineffable. Clarice and Clarice understand each other.

I’ll explain why I want to take math lessons. It’s that everything is so insoluble. So I tried to discover a way of finding solutions. I really need solutions. I can’t stay completely up in the air like this. And I’m grateful for the letter I received on August 10. Here it is word for word:

I take the liberty of writing to you and, if you will permit me, of responding to your column “You Are A Number,” published in the Jornal do Brasil on Saturday, August 7, 1971. On reading it, I felt welling up inside me a need to defend numbers, a feeling I hope you will understand. I have no ulterior motive. Please read what I am sending you.

At this point the letter takes a long pause and continues:

Why do numbers worry you? You don’t live according to your Félix Pacheco number, even though you need it. You live according to words and thoughts. And you don’t measure your words and you don’t count your thoughts. Blood flows in your veins and that is not measured either. And math is not the essential thing. You do not need to learn it because you know more than it does. Because you love Beauty and Beauty is indivisible. It is entire and whole despite existing in various forms.

You walk through clear, open fields and you feel what cannot be touched. So why worry about numbers that bring you nothing?

Let numbers be and don’t get yourself all mixed up with their existence, for numbers are not what feed your mind.

The letter has a typewritten signature, and then only the first name. I cannot give that name because it is the name of a person who would not like to be mixed up in this because they are not at all the type of person who wrote that letter. Am I being understood?

I do apologize. Deeply. Even the air we breathe is ineffable, and ineffable is what I felt when I read your letter. So as not to spoil my good mood I will put the following in brackets: the keys of your typewriter need some serious cleaning. Almost as much as mine do. Because it is difficult to read what’s written.

I continue: Listen, anonymous person, I am now putting the finishing touches to a book that will soon be published. And which is as hard as a diamond. At times it can even sparkle. And it’s only on the final pages that I use gentleness and repugnance and acceptance.

And as I intend to write a children’s story called Laura’s Intimate Life—it’s the name of a chicken—I will need to rest a little and shade my eyes from any excessive brightness or harshness. Because you need gentleness and lots of it when talking to children. I am simply going to lie down. And speak slowly. In no hurry to tell my chicken story. In that story there are joys and sorrows and surprises. You see, I’m gentler already.

THREE ENCOUNTERS THAT WERE FOUR

It was a sad encounter. I hadn’t seen this person for a very long time. I was surprised: the soul of this person had grown withered and baggy but showed no signs of distress. I tried as best I could to breathe life into the person in the way you breathe life into someone who’s nearly drowned. The person did not want to be saved though. He’s still nice and of impeccable character, but he has lost himself and urgently needs to find himself. Only then will he be capable of having feelings again.

The second encounter was very quick: a matter of taking the same elevator. I hadn’t seen this person for a long time either and what I saw pleased me: the person was tired but fully engaged with life.

The third encounter—as in the Three Musketeers that are in fact four—was a double one: I saw the two daughters of Aluísio and Solange Magalhães. One of them has my name and it’s always fun to speak to her. It feels like I’m having the perfect conversation. She gave me two drawings she’d done and on one of them had written: “To Clarice from Clarice.” And with her was the fourth musketeer, Carolina. They were all that one hopes for in children: sincerity and purity and creativity and affection and spontaneity. It was a very happy encounter.

August 28, 1971

A FLEETING MOMENT

I was walking along a busy street when, in the opposite direction, coming toward me, was a hippie. He looked at me, at first absentmindedly, and then showing great surprise and staring. And he smiled at me. So I smiled at him. He made a point of stopping. But I had an appointment as well as, in the wider sense, my own path to follow, and so I didn’t stop. But as we had caught sight of each other from a distance, and gradually came closer, we had time to have a good look at each other. It was a very meaningful encounter.

What were we smiling about? About our encounter, which was a happy one. And also about the absurdity of this world.

Imagine I had stopped and said: “Hi!” And he would have answered: “Hi!” Better still, since he was a foreign hippie, he might even have said it in English. And he would have asked me: “Who are you?” I would have said: “I am.” He would have asked me: “What’s your name? What’s your number?” I would have replied: “My number’s Clarice, and yours?” He would have said his. I bet it would have been John. He had that sort of face.

John, I will never forget you. Even with the passing of the years. Because in that moment we were eternal. It was only a moment, but in it we made our own commentary on the world and on ourselves. My brother.

I’m sure John wasn’t smoking weed: he had his own capacity for euphoria, as do I. There are some people who already have LSD within themselves, and don’t therefore need to take it. John, you come from a family, like me. And like me, you needed to make your family your world. But why such surprise on seeing me, John? You should have known that I exist. Sorry I didn’t stop, as you wanted me to. I just couldn’t, believe me.

So different to what happened to me on another day recently. I was in a taxi that stopped at a red light. Another taxi, alongside mine, was being driven by a man in his thirties, with a passenger inside. I was staring entirely absentmindedly into thin air, not realizing that what I was staring at was another person. This person looked at me, stared, and unexpectedly winked at me. I looked away. All very silent movie. And so cheap (I don’t mean silent movies per se). It isn’t that the taxi driver had offended me. But he was so pointless. And he wanted to make me pointless too. I never allow that to happen.

Whereas John left me feeling fruitful and meaningful.

John, where do you sleep? I’m still not as free as that: I need a home and a bed to sleep in. And I can’t sleep in other people’s homes. It has to be my own. Or a hotel. Would you have money to go traveling? I think so; you were wearing a very fetching hippie outfit and these things are expensive.

John, in a moment of deep despair, I asked God to bring me some help. And help came: a man I don’t know telephoned me. I cried down the telephone. He said: “Don’t cry, because crying makes you weaker.” I said: “But at times it’s just like the rain you need when a drought lasts too long and everything gets very dry.” I asked him to telephone me again at six o’clock that evening. He said he couldn’t. But at precisely six o’clock he phoned me. I was no longer in such despair; we even laughed. The following day he phoned me again. We chatted. Of his own accord he said he was going to swear an oath: that he would never tell anyone that he knew me. I said: “If you want to tell people, tell them, don’t tie yourself to an oath.” He said: “No, I’ll swear—because this is too sacred.”

John, I read somewhere that anxiety is the vertigo of freedom. However, I’m feeling this vertigo, but without any trace of anxiety. What’s the explanation? I’m being serious, but inside I’m smiling. It’s a mysterious smile. It comes from internal forests, from lakes and dams and mountains and sky. I am all mystery, John. You are sunnier than me. You are a smile, a look of surprise. So long.

September 4, 1971

A MAN CALLED HÉLIO PELLEGRINO

I consider Hélio Pellegrinofn22 to be one of the most complete human beings I know. What marks him out? A love that he bestows almost without realizing it, love in the sense of friendship and tolerance. But nor is he some sort of Mr. Nice Guy: on the contrary, he is firm to the point of stubbornness, capable of engaging in fierce arguments and attaching himself to whatever he believes to be important. Despite his fiery temperament, he is nevertheless a remarkably impartial judge of situations as well as a very perceptive literary critic. He also excels as a poet. And, so I’m told, as a psychoanalyst. But, happily, he is not perfect, but, rather, a person perfecting himself day by day.

It’s really good to be with Hélio: you feel understood, happy because he is capable of happiness, profound because he is a profound human being; and laughing with him is just wonderful, and, I imagine, crying in his presence must help make things better. When I’m with Hélio Pellegrino I feel valued as a person. And I ask him lots of questions, some of them childish, but with him you can learn a lot. At least I do.

“Living is good, isn’t it, Hélio? At least that’s the impression I get from you,” I said to him one day recently.

“Living—ah, that difficult delight. Living is a game, a risk. Whoever plays can win or lose. The beginning of wisdom consists in accepting that losing is also part of the game. When that happens, we gain something extremely precious: we gain the possibility of winning. If I know how to lose, then I know how to win. If I don’t know how to lose, I win nothing, and I will always go away empty-handed. The eyes of someone who doesn’t know how to lose eventually grow rusty and blind, blind with resentment. When we come to accept with true and deep humility the rules of the existential game, living becomes more than good: it becomes fascinating. To live well is to consume oneself; it is to burn the coals of time from which we are made. We are made up of time, and this means that we are a passing thing, movement without respite, finitude. The quota of eternity allocated to us is embedded in time. We need to search it out with ceaseless courage so that the taste of gold may shine upon our lips. If this happens, then we are joyful and good, and our life has meaning.”

I once asked him why he wrote only sporadically and did not once and for all take up his mantle as a writer and creator. He replied that he wrote less sporadically than it might seem, but that, for him, writing and creating were like radical birth experiences. He would like to remain always faithful to a short passage from Kafka’s Diaries, making it his motto for life: “There are two capital human sins, from which all the others are derived: impatience and sloth. Because of his impatience, man was expelled from Paradise. Because of his sloth, he did not return to it. Perhaps there exists only one capital sin: impatience. Man was expelled because of impatience, and because of it he cannot return. Let us be patient—a long, interminable patience—and all will be given to us in abundance.”

I told him that my impossible dream would be to have several lives: in one of them I would be only a mother, in another I would only write, and in another I would only love. He replied that he was a man of many passions, that’s to say many interests, and that for such lengthy passions life was very short: no one had so far succeeded, within the span of one lifetime, in exhausting all of his or her possibilities. And that, if he had several lives, he would like to be: (i) a professional philosopher, (ii) a novelist, (iii) the husband of Clarice Lispector, to whom he would devote himself with sweet and sleepless dedication …, (iv) a truck driver, (v) a resident of Resende, in love with a sad young girl leaning out of the window of a house, as in a painting by Volpi,fn23 (vi) a troubadour, poet and singer of songs by Chico Buarque.

For Hélio, the most important thing in the world is the possibility of being-with-another, in the calm, warm, intense reciprocity of love. The Other is what matters, above and beyond everything else. And love is surprise, glorious fear—the discovery of the world. Love is a gift, it is excess, an offering. “I give myself to the Other and, being open to their otherness, through their mediation, I receive the gift of myself, the grace of existing, by having given myself.”

I once asked Hélio: “As an analyst and someone who knows me well, please tell me—without any flattery—who I am, since you have already told me who you are, for I need to know both man and woman.” He replied: “You are a dramatic vocation of integrity and totality. You search passionately for your self—the nuclear center of the convergence and irradiation of energy—and this task consumes you and makes you suffer. You try to marry within yourself light and shade, day and night, Sun and Moon. When you succeed—and this is the work of a lifetime—you will discover within you masculine and feminine, concave and convex, recto and verso, time and eternity, finite and infinite, yin and yang, in the harmony of Tao—totality. You will then know both man and woman—you and me: us.”

September 11, 1971

LOVE

Once, a long time ago, I encountered a friend waiting in a line and while we were chatting he suddenly said in a startled voice: “Look at that! How odd!” I turned round and saw, coming toward us round the corner, a man walking along with his placid little dog on a leash.

Except that it wasn’t a dog. It was behaving like a dog, and the man was behaving like a man with a dog. But this wasn’t a dog. It had a longer snout, suitable for drinking from a deep cup, and a long, firm tail—although of course it might only be an unusual variation of the canine race. Unlikely though. My friend raised the possibility of it being a coati. But I thought the animal walked too much like a dog to be a coati. Or else it was the most resigned and bamboozled coati I’d ever seen. Meanwhile the man walked calmly toward us. Calmly, no. There was a certain tension in him. It was the calm of someone who has taken up a challenge: his demeanor was that of a natural fighter. He wasn’t some sort of quaint dandy: it was boldness that made him go out in public with that strange creature. My friend suggested another animal whose name he could not at that moment quite remember. But I was unconvinced. Only afterward did I understand that my awkwardness was not entirely my own: it arose from the animal itself no longer knowing what it was, and therefore not being able to project a clear image of itself.

Until the man passed close by. Unsmiling, stiff-backed, haughty; no, it was never easy to be judged by a line of people always demanding to know more and more. He pretended to scorn admiration or pity. But we can all recognize the torment of someone protecting his dream.

“What kind of animal is that?” I asked him, and I instinctively asked this in a gentle tone so as not to wound him with my curiosity. I asked him what kind of animal it was, but the tone in which I asked the question perhaps included: “Why are you doing that? What is it you lack that makes you have to invent a dog? And why not, instead, get a real dog? Given that dogs do exist! Or was putting a collar round its neck the only way of possessing that creature’s elegance? But you will crush a rose if you clasp it too closely.” I know that tone is a unit indivisible by words. But splintering silence into words is one of my clumsy ways of loving silence. And I have often killed what I understand by breaking the silence. Even though—glory be to God—I know more silence than I do words.

Without stopping, the man replied briefly but not rudely.

And it was indeed a coati. We stood there looking. Neither my friend nor I smiled. That was the tone and this was the intuition. We stood there looking.

It was a coati that thought it was a dog. At times it hung back in a doggy manner to sniff things, thus tightening its leash and making its owner pause in the customary synchronization of man and dog. I stood watching the coati that didn’t know what it was. I thought to myself: if the man takes it to play in the park, there will come a time when the coati will become distraught: “For heaven’s sake, why do the other dogs stare at me so much and bark at me so ferociously?” I also imagine, after a perfect day as a dog, the coati staring up at the stars and saying sadly to itself: “What’s wrong with me then? What am I missing? I’m as happy as any other dog, so why then this feeling of emptiness and nostalgia? What is this longing, as if I only loved what I do not know?” And the man—the only person able to deliver him from doubt—the man will never tell the coati what it is, so as not to lose it forever.

I think, too, about the lurking hatred present in the coati. It feels love and gratitude for the man. But it must inevitably carry the truth inside itself, and the only reason it does not realize that it hates its master is because it is fundamentally confused about its identity.

But what if the mystery of its true nature were suddenly revealed to the coati? I shudder to think what would ensue if this coati should ever encounter another coati, and recognize itself in the other, and feel that joyous rush of humility that says: I … we …

I know very well that when the coati found out, it would be perfectly within its rights to massacre the man for having perpetrated on another being that worst of all crimes: corrupting its very essence in order to make use of it. I’m on the side of the animal and on the side of all victims of toxic love. But I beg the coati to forgive the man and forgive him lovingly too. And then leave him.

September 18, 1971

FRAGMENTS

The most difficult thing is doing nothing: facing the cosmos alone. Work has a numbing effect. Sitting doing nothing is the ultimate nakedness. Some people can’t bear it. So they go off to amuse themselves. I’m writing this in the early hours. Perhaps because I don’t want to face the world alone. But in a certain way I do have company. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s good.

I’m told there’s a TV soap opera in which the man didn’t know what to do with finger bowls (little bowls of warm water, with perhaps a few drops of lemon, to rinse your fingertips after dinner) (even though you haven’t eaten with your fingers). Then I remembered a time when I achieved the refinement (!?) of having the waiter at home pass the finger bowls to each guest in the following manner: each finger bowl with a rose petal floating on the surface of the water. Was it some sort of benevolent ritual? I wouldn’t do it today. Or would I? I don’t know where my finger bowls are. Over time they have vanished. Perhaps stolen. I’m left with just the memory.

I am writing with great ease, and with great fluency. Beware.

I remember an ambassador’s wife in Washington who used to boss around the wives of the diplomats serving there. Her orders could be brutal. She would say, for example, to the wife of an embassy secretary: “Don’t come to the reception dressed in a sack.” To me—I don’t know why—she never said anything, not one rude word: she respected me. At times, she would feel anxious, and would phone me asking if she could come and visit me. I would say yes. And she would come. I remember one time when—sitting on the sofa in my own home—she confided that she didn’t like a certain type of person.fn24 I was surprised: for I was exactly that type of person. She had no idea. She didn’t know me, or at least didn’t know part of me.

Out of sheer charity—so as not to embarrass her—I didn’t tell her what I was. If I had told her, she would really have been put on the spot and would have had to apologize profusely. I listened in silence. Later she was widowed and returned to Rio. She telephoned me. She had a present for me and asked me to visit her. I didn’t go. My kindness (?) has its limits: I can’t protect someone who has offended me. Or can I? I can. I have been obliged to forgive many things.

***

I received a personal invitation to a fashion show; the famous designer was launching his designs for the new season. I asked myself: “Why this invitation? So that I mention the event in this column?” I could understand it if I was an “elegant” person or a “serious buyer.” But I dress simply and don’t go in for big purchases. Obviously I won’t go: it’s at night and I’d prefer to sleep. Even if I wanted to go. Fashion shows are crazy things. But I do like having a new outfit. The designer wrote my name with two s’s. This happens from time to time. I like to stick with the c. Will I go to the fashion show? That is the question.

***

Alone at home one Sunday afternoon, I doubled over—as if I was in labor—and saw that the girl in me was dying. I will never forget that Sunday. It took days to heal. And here I am. Tough, silent and heroic. Without a girl inside me.

***

This morning, when dawn breaks and the sun rises, I will go to the beach. I’ll wade into the water. It’s so good. Ah, so many gifts! For example, I’m still alive and can swim in the sea. Sometimes, when I come back from the beach, I don’t bother to take a shower: I let the salt dry on my skin; my father said it was good for your health. In fact, I’m not ill at all. But illness is an unpredictable thing. My father died in his prime: postoperative shock. I was very shaken. But in a way people are eternal. Those who read me, too.

***

Some days I receive up to three books in the mail. So I asked my Spanish friend Jaime Vilaseca, a craftsman, to make me a new bookshelf. It turned out beautifully. I watched him work. He was so enjoying working that he began to hum a Spanish song. I gave him some Coca-Cola for him and his wife, Gilda. As for the books, there has been inflation in literature as well. People write too much. But I found a publisher for a young man who looked to me like a hippie. I asked if he smoked marijuana. He smiled at this very direct question and said: “But I’m not addicted.”

***

Someone told me that Rubem Braga said I am only good in books, and that I don’t write a good column. Is that true, Rubem? Rubem, I do what I can. You do it better, but you shouldn’t require others to do the same. I write columns humbly, Rubem. I don’t have any pretensions. But I receive letters from readers and they like my columns. And I like to receive those letters.

September 25, 1971

DIES IRAE

This, the man said to himself as if he were going off to war, this is my prayer, that of a man possessed. I am discovering the hell of passion. I don’t know what name to give the thing that has me in its grip, or that I am greedily clasping to me, other than passion. What is this thing, so violent that it makes me beg myself for mercy? It is the desire to destroy as if I had been born precisely for this moment of destruction. A moment that may or may not come. My choice depends on whether or not I can hear myself. God hears, but will I? The destructive force inside me still holds back for an instant. I cannot destroy anyone or anything because pity is as powerful a force in me as anger. Therefore I want to destroy myself, for I am the source of this passion. I do not want to ask God to appease me; I love God so much that I am afraid to mention my request to him. My request burns me. My prayer itself is ablaze with danger and could destroy within me the image of God, which I still wish to save. Nevertheless, it is only He that I can ask to place His hand upon me and risk burning His own hand. Do not answer me because my request is so violent it frightens me. But who can I ask—in this brief moment of truce—if I have already driven people away? I have driven people away. One by one, with each blow I received, I have sealed off the sweetness of my nature, and those rejected sweetnesses have grown black like simple clouds closing over into darkness and I bow my head against the storm. What must divine wrath be like if my own wrath leaves me blinded by its sheer force—what if this anger destroyed only me? But I have to protect the others—the others have been the source of my hope. What can I do so as not to make use of this omnipotence gripping me? What will I tell myself? Except the truth. Except the truth. I have only known one other thing as total, blind and strong as this wish of mine to wallow in violence: the sweetness of compassion. It is the only thing I can try to place on the other side of the scales—because in the first there is only blood and the hatred of blood that causes pain. What do I want? I want every single one of my sufferings to correspond here and now to an act of anger.

But I know the things that hurt me. It’s easy enough to show anger. But pain—pain makes me feel ashamed. Because my pain comes from my not having happily shuffled off my other mortal sins. My violent passion—which is raw flesh and wishes to feed only on raw flesh—this passion comes from the crushing of my other vital passions. My other sinful passions that seemed so much like an entitlement. In the beginning, they resembled my greatest affections. I was born simply and, equally simply, I wished to take for myself what I wanted. And every time I couldn’t, every time it was forbidden, every time I was refused, I smiled and thought this was a gentle smile of resignation. But it was pain masquerading as kindness. I knew that in the eyes of God—and even more so in mine, whoever I am, this was a sinful pain. Whenever my sins failed to triumph I suffered but without feeling entitled to suffer, and had to hide not only the pain. What was being trampled inside me? Was the thing being trampled inside me what was once my truth? The mortal sins.

The mortal sins were clamoring inside me for more life. They clamored, but were ashamed. The mortal sins in me begged for the right to live. My greed for the world: I wanted to eat the world, and the hunger for milk that I was born with, that hunger wanted to extend all over the world and the world did not want to be edible. Or rather it did want to be edible, but in exchange it required that I eat it with the humility with which it offered itself. But violent hunger is demanding and proud. And when you are demanding and proud, the world becomes very tough on teeth and soul. The world only gives itself to simple folk and I wanted to eat it with my power and with this anger that today embodies me. And when the bread turned into stone and gold and I pretended out of pride that it did not hurt, I thought that pretending to be strong was the noble path for a man to take and the path of strength itself. I thought that strength is the stuff of which the world is made and that I would use that same stuff. And then it was that love for the world gripped me—and this was no longer a little hunger, it was a much bigger hunger. It was the great joy of living—and I thought that yes, this is freedom. But how did I so unwittingly transform the joy of living into the great luxury of being alive? Yet, at first, it was simply good and not a sin. It was a love for the world when the sky and the earth are just dawning, and our eyes still know how to be tender. But then, all of a sudden my own nature turned on me, and it was no longer a tender love for the world: it was a greedy lust for the world. And once again the world drew back, and I called this treachery. The lust for life assailed me in my sleeplessness without me understanding that the night of the world and the night of living are so gentle you can even fall asleep. Yes, sleep, dear God. And the water—in my lust for life—the water ran though my fingers before it reached my mouth. And I loved the other being with the lust of someone who wants to save and be saved by happiness. I didn’t know that compromise is not a mortal sin. I was ashamed of compromise. Sins are mortal not because God kills, but because they kill me. I was the one who couldn’t grapple with mortal sins. What I couldn’t achieve with them is this thing that now attacks me and to which I respond with violence. My meager, ham-fisted methods gain me neither earth nor sky and then a rage grips me. Ah, but if, for a moment, I understood that the rage is against my mistakes and not those of other people—then this anger would transform my hands into flowers. Into flowers and into airy things and into love. I still can’t control my hatred but I know that my hatred is unrealized love and my hatred is a life not yet lived. For I have lived everything—except life. And this is what I can’t forgive in myself, and since I can’t bear not forgiving myself, I won’t forgive other people either. This is the point I have arrived at: since I haven’t achieved life, I want to kill it. My anger—what is it if not revenge?—my anger—I must know at this rare moment of choice—my anger is the reverse of my love. If I wanted to choose finally to surrender myself humbly to the sweetness of the world, then I would call my rage “love.” I so feared cursing myself forever with that first word that I hardly dare utter (love), that I fled into violence and the bloodshot eyes of passion. And all, all, for fear of kneeling at Your feet and at the anonymous feet of the other who always represented You. What sort of king am I that I cannot bow my head? I have to choose between loss of pride and the love-flux of ignorance and sweetness. Does my former truth still serve me? God forbade the seven sins not as a requirement of perfection, but merely out of compassion for us. For me who, like the others, tries not to be His and not to belong to the others either. I know that the others are Him. At this moment, I have to choose between loving and hating. I know that loving is slower, and urgency consumes me. Cloak my fury with Your love, since I also know that my rage is merely not-loving. My rage is grappling with the intolerable responsibility of not being a mere weed. I am a weed that feels omnipotent and frightened. Take from me this destructive false omnipotence. Ensure that at this moment of choice I understand that he who offends has fallen into the same sin as me: pride that leads to anger, and that he offends as I want to offend only because he doesn’t believe. Only because he doesn’t trust. Only because he feels like a plundered king. Help those who suffer from anger because they need only surrender themselves to You. But as Your greatness is incomprehensible to me, appear to me in a form that I can understand: in the form of a father or a mother, a friend, a brother, a lover, a son. O rage, transform yourself within me into forgiveness since you are the pain of not-loving.

October 2, 1971

LETTER ABOUT MARIA BONOMIfn25

Dear Friend,

Listen, I want to tell you something. I want to explain—because you must have been surprised—why I didn’t go to the final day of Maria Bonomi’s exhibition of engravings. An exhibition to which I would give as a general title: “The Eagle Exhibition.” Even though Maria included, among other things, an impressive series on the subject of terror, in which case it could also be called “The Terror Exhibition.”

The exhibition attracted a crowd in need of a truth. And on this they gorged until sated and replete. Maria’s engravings are tactile and yet, at the same time, like a veil, they exude the ineffable. Maria set up her makeshift studio in the Museum of Modern Art itself, making the matrices and the engravings in front of the visiting public. Creative work is so mysterious that even when you watch the various processes evolving, they still retain their mystery.

I didn’t go to the final day because I was so tired—so very tired that there was only one thing to do: let myself fall into bed and sleep. And I decided that I deserved to leave Rio in order to sleep, so to speak, for a week. My subconscious was exhausted from being so stirred up, so overwhelmed from having fallen—with no provocation on my part—into the so-called creative tumult: I couldn’t stop writing. I gave, gave and gave again like blood bursting from a severed vein. I was bruised and battered and my eagle’s beak was breaking. I was intending, once restored, to pick myself up again and find the momentum for a new flight, possibly worthy of an eagle, or so I hoped.

But Maria Bonomi’s idea of the Eagle torments me.

The eagle with its great wings unfurled and its long, curved ivory beak—for that’s what I see in her abstraction—immobilized for an instant. Just enough for Maria to be able to capture its majestic image and incise it into the thick solidity of wood, that wonderfully noble raw material.

I imagine Maria in her studio using her hands—man’s most primitive instrument. With her beautiful strong hands, she picks up her tools and works the wood with the heroic force of the human spirit, cutting and sanding and carving. And little by little, Maria’s dormant dreams are transfigured into wood-made-shape. These objects are touchable and, so to speak, shakable. And also delicate in their destructible vigor. Unusual objects that at times clamor and protest in the name of God against our painful human condition, painful because of the inexplicable existence of death.

My friend, there exists between Maria Bonomi and me an extremely comforting and well-oiled connection. She is me and I am her and then again she is me. As if we were life twins. The book that I was trying to write and will perhaps not publish runs in some ways parallel to her wood engravings. Even the her-me-me-her-her-me is duly and publicly signed and sealed by my being godmother to her son Cássio. Maria writes my books and I clumsily carve the wood. And she, too, is capable of falling into a creative tumult—the abyss of good and evil—out of which shapes and colors and words emerge.

I saw the matrices. Christ’s cross must indeed have been heavy if it was made of the same solid, thick, dense and very real wood that Maria Bonomi uses. I know nothing about the inner, spiritual exercise from which the engraving is born. I suspect it is the same process as mine when I’m writing something more serious than this Saturday column, more serious in the sense of deeper. But what is that process? Answer: a mystery.

Maria told me to choose an engraving for myself. And I—momentarily flummoxed—immediately asked for the maximum: not an engraving, but the matrix itself. And I chose the Eagle. It was only afterward that I realized the true scale of my request and was shocked by my own audacity: how had I dared to ask for such an enormous, heavy jewel of timber? I immediately regretted it. I could see that I didn’t deserve to possess such an abundance of vitality in my living room. But Maria insisted on granting that initial, ambitious wish. However, I asked her at least to hold on to it for a while. Until the moment, which I hoped would eventually arrive, when I would feel ready to receive the matrix and hang it on my wall. And then I would invite people to come and celebrate the Eagle.

But when I returned from the place where I had gone to sleep, imagine my surprise to find the Eagle itself in my living room. It was the shock of magnificence. I didn’t yet deserve it, but it was so beautiful that I thought to myself: the least deserving are perhaps the most needy.

The matrix is large and heavy—it gives the room such a feeling of freedom! For Maria Bonomi has carved the intimate living reality of the eagle and not its mere appearance.

I will immediately invite my friends to come and see it. I have hung it just as you come into the living room, and with special lighting to bring out the bumps and hollows of the dark magnetic wood. It was like having Maria’s constant, personal presence in my home. It makes me happy.

Yours,

Clarice

October 9, 1971

LOVE, COATI, DOG, FEMALE AND MALE

One of my readers may still remember a text of mine entitled “Love,” published on September 11. Perhaps they will remember that it was about a man I saw who had turned his coati into a dog, complete with collar, and that the coati was confused about which species it belonged to. I also wrote that the coati, if it saw another coati, would recognize who it really was. And that I had then appealed to the coati—once freed from the nature foisted upon it—not to judge the man, who had only done this because he himself was unloved. And then leave him, of course. Because once a being has discovered its true identity, it is free and there’s no going back.

A reader put together another story about the coati and the man, a narrative filled with incidents, some random perhaps, some profound. It’s one of those stories that a child listens to goggle-eyed before going to sleep, even if he or she doesn’t understand everything. The author addresses me as “C. L.” and the signature is a single letter, and illegible at that. Here are the coati’s adventures in full:

The coati’s owner thought that the animal had found another owner. He missed the animal and felt the pain only a coati owner can feel, but kept his cool. It wasn’t long before the lost coati returned to the home of the first owner, still bearing the mark of the collar on its neck. It is not known whether there had been a second owner in the coati’s canine destiny.

“Very well,” the man told the coati, “now you will have to bark.” He knew that the coati would never be able to bark. The animal sidled away and went to lie down in its usual basket. For two days, the coati’s owner did nothing but look after a rose he was trying to keep alive in a glass of water. The rose died. After that, he tried to make the coati follow him and behave like a dog, even without a collar. The animal refused. The coati’s owner was thinking about taking the coati to some distant forest, releasing it and letting it die of liberty, but deep down he liked the animal, not as one likes a dog or a coati, but as if it were a person, because the coati’s owner didn’t know how to like real people. I’ll explain why at the end.

First, I will tell you that when the coati was still a cub, its father was killed in a brutal and cowardly way by one of those men who call themselves hunters for a good cause, but who, in fact, hate all free and healthy animals. The coati’s mother, unable to find another male of her own species, decided to take a dog as her companion. This was the dog that first tried to corrupt the essence of the orphaned coati, not to transform it into a little puppy, but to make it clear that an animal born as a coati could never attain the dignity of a dog and would forever remain a pitiful coati.

The canine stepfather failed to sire any offspring, and the little coati was a fine specimen with sparkling eyes. This perhaps explains a lot. The little coati, timid and knowing nothing of life, while never forgetting the image of his beloved father, began to dream of being a dog. It was easy enough to find someone who, with a fatherly gesture, would put a collar on him. The amusing thing in our story is that the man who made himself into the owner of a coati was also raised by a dog and suckled by a bitch.

He hadn’t been orphaned, but his father abdicated all parental responsibility before his engagement to the woman who would become the mother of the owner of the coati. The abandoned woman was enslaved by a family of merchants who took her far from her native land. When the child was born, they discovered that the woman’s own milk was too weak. At the time, there was no powdered baby formula, and cow’s milk would not do. A wet nurse would be very expensive, given that the baby was the child of a slave. But in this house of strange people, an extraordinary event had occurred: at the same time, a woman who had turned into a dog gave birth to a beautiful boy and she had enough milk to feed the slave’s son as well.

While the boy suckled the sturdy bitch (who clearly did not like him), her own offspring, because he was so plump, was breastfed by the slave woman. You can imagine the confusion in people’s minds when these things occurred. The slave’s son grew up with problems relating to people and dogs and was always jealous of his foster brother. Eventually he tried adopting a coati as if it were a dog, and to love it as if it were a person. The slave’s son knew that experiencing complete human love was impossible for him, but any kind of love is a good thing. Love, if it is love, can never be bad. But it can be hatred in disguise.

For all the characters in the story and for all of us too, the great task is rediscovering our lost essence, achieving integrity, a sense of totality. The task is the spirit.

October 16, 1971

ON HOW TO AVOID A NAKED MAN

It is a movie that would shock no one. And yet it’s been banned in Brazil. Perversely, though, permission has been given for it to be sold abroad. It is a movie produced by Condor Filmes S.A.—script, screenplay and direction by Nelson Pereira dos Santos.

The only thing I don’t like is the title—How Tasty Was My Little Frenchman—which gives the impression that the movie is a comedy when it is nothing of the sort.

Setting: sixteenth-century France Antarctique.fn26 After escaping the death to which he had been condemned, Jean (Arduíno Colasanti) comes across a group of Portuguese who are shipwrecked deep in enemy territory (Brazil). The Portuguese take the Frenchman prisoner and provide him with two small cannons to be used against the Indians. The Indians mount a surprise attack and capture Jean, assuming, since he was in charge of the cannons during the fighting, that he is a powerful Portuguese official. Jean becomes the slave of Cunhambebe (Eduardo Imbassaí), the chief of the Tupinambás Indians, who intends to eat Jean in order to absorb his prowess as an artilleryman and so gain strength in his battle against the Portuguese.

In the Tupinambá village, the prisoner is guarded by a widow, Seboipep (Ana Maria Magalhães), who also fulfills the role of his wife until the day of his execution. With the passing moons, Jean gradually begins to understand the language and customs of the Indians and to adopt their habits. He obtains gunpowder for his cannons and uses them in a war against the Indian allies of the Portuguese (and therefore the enemies of the Tupinambás). While waiting to be freed, he realizes that Cunhambebe has merely been testing him out as a warrior, the better to eat him at a great feast.

The movie took five years of preparation and research. The sources used are serious ones: the National Library, the Museum of the Indian, the Indian Protection Service, the Museum of Mankind in Paris.

The books consulted were: Tupinambá Civilization (Metraux), Journey to Brazil (Hans Staden), Tupinambás (Jean de Léry), Tupinambá Civilization (Florestan Fernandes), along with other historians of the sixteenth century.

The dialogue was written in Tupi-Guarani by Humberto Mauro, and in (beautiful) sixteenth-century French by French specialists. There were four intense months of filming. The locations used were the beaches and forests along the coast between Parati and Angra dos Reis.

This movie—of great beauty and enormous interest because, after all, it deals with the origins of Brazil—cost Cr$760,000 (seven hundred and sixty thousand cruzeiros)—around $150,000 US.

To ensure authenticity, they not only built Indian villages and recreated the clothing of the Portuguese and French characters, but also made use of indigenous objects and adornments. More than five hundred extras appear in the movie. This was done with the cooperation of the Brazilian army, the city of Parati, the National Indian Foundation, the Rio de Janeiro Military Police Museum, and Fort São João.

The whole cast were shaved, in accordance with the tribal customs of the Indians. Even the body paintings are rigorously consistent with the meticulous research undertaken.

Yet this movie was banned domestically and released for export (!!). It was considered detrimental to public decency, customs and morality. But what the Censors really took exception to was male nudity. After some argument, they gave way on the nudity of the male Indians—but they decreed that the nakedness of the white man (the Frenchman who lived among the Indians and adopted their way of life) would not be permitted under any circumstances …

Call me naive, but please answer me this: what is the difference between the naked body of an Indian and the naked body of a white man?

I watched the movie at a private showing. There were other people watching too. Two of them were nuns of high ecclesiastical rank. Their opinion: a very fine movie, of great purity, and, given the careful reconstruction, of inestimable historical value. They called it poetic. The only scene that was actually impure, they said, was the one in which a French merchant displays his greed on seeing the Indians’ treasure—that’s where we recognize present-day civilization.

We can hope—and there is good reason to hope—for a domestic release soon: it isn’t fair that foreigners get to enjoy something created by us without our being able to enjoy it too. There is further hope in the fact that in the whole movie there isn’t one obscene gesture or motive, or even a salacious suggestion. And I promise you that the nudity of Arduíno Colasanti is modestly chaste. Will we soon be scandalized if we see a young white boy naked? And why is it okay for boys but not for grown men? It reminds me of a verse that someone, José Augusto from São Paulo, sent me:


“I went outdoors naked

And they didn’t understand me.

I’ll go and put on a suit and tie.”



Just in case, they’d better put a suit and tie on the Tupinambás.

November 6, 1971

THE USE OF INTELLECT

This has perhaps been my greatest effort in life: in order to understand my nonintelligence, my feelings, I was obliged to make myself intelligent. (Intelligence is used to understand nonintelligence. It’s just that, afterward, the instrument—the intellect—having grown addicted to the game, continues to be used—and we are unable to pick things up with clean hands directly from the source.)

THE GREATEST EXPERIENCE

First, I had wanted to be the others so as to understand what I was not. Then I understood that I had already been the others and this was easy. The greater experience would be for me to be the essence of the others—and the essence of the others to be me.

LIE, THINK

The worst thing about lying is that it creates a false truth. (No, that isn’t as obvious as it seems, it isn’t a truism: I know that I am saying something, it’s just that I don’t know how to say it the right way; furthermore, what annoys me is that everything has to be said the right way, a very restrictive imposition.) What was I trying to think? Perhaps this: if a lie was merely a negation of the truth, then this would be one of the ways, by negation, of proving the truth. But the worst lie is the creative lie. (There’s no doubt about it: thinking irritates me, because before beginning to try to think, I knew very well what I knew.)

November 20, 1971

THE BRIDGES OF LONDON

Whenever I think of London, I see its bridges. I find it very natural to be in England, but now when I think that I was there my heart fills with gratitude. In London I saw a strange and living landscape, gray—everything that’s gray vibrates mysteriously for me, as if it were the combination of all the colors tamed.

I came into contact with the ugliness of the English, which is one of the most attractive things about England. It is an ugliness so peculiar, so handsome—and I’m not just saying that. It was very cold, and the wind gave the face and hands that raw redness which makes each and every person extremely real. Women carry shopping baskets, men in the City wear bowler hats. And the Thames is dirty, muddy. London was visited by the plague. On one occasion the entire city burned down. Plague and fire were present during my stay in London.

People drink disgusting coffee, in large cups, but the coffee steams. Steams like the whole island, whose blackened bridges loom out of an almost constant fog. The fog is exhaled by the paving stones and envelops the bridges.

The bridges of London are very moving. Some are solid and threatening. Others are pure skeleton. As for the English, they are not particularly intelligent. But England is one of the most intelligent countries in the world. We were traveling by car. Between one city and another, the small towns of England wrap tightly around each other, and a fine drizzle falls on the car windows. In the streets, people wear clothes so badly made that they end up becoming stylish. And they really do wrap up. I see a child in a dark cap and thick socks and a scarf wrapped around his ears, with a thin, vivid face, bright eyes and red cheeks—and hear the pure intonation of English voices, quizzical and proud.

Only now do I know how much I loved the wind in London that made my eyes water with rage and my skin scream with irritation.

And then there are the roads, and the English countryside that is quite different from any other countryside. I remember very tall trees.

And then there is every Englishman’s desire to travel—a restless and far-reaching urge.

At the theater in London something important is happening. It makes you tremble with cold and with emotion: the English actor is the most serious man in England. In a few hours he gives each person an important something that gets lost in daily life. When one goes out, there’s the dark rain, the wet streets, those old English streets where at night there’s a desire for danger. One goes to a restaurant. The terrible food is irritating, in a restaurant serving typically English food. But you can find restaurants with cheerful food, foreigners’ food, even in London.

I remind myself that England had the Middle Ages, and you can see this in the towers. The confidence of certain Englishmen can even be amusing sometimes. In the streets they walk quickly; they are a fighting people. And if the world were not so painful, it would be beautiful to see the struggle for survival.

And then there’s the nostalgia for all those dead writers. I miss Lawrence greatly.

The Queen is gentle, the newspapers have a provincial feel to them, and when English men and women are good-looking, they quickly take on an extraordinary beauty. And English children are always beautiful, and when they open their mouths to speak, their beauty only increases.

All of this is called saudade, a feeling of nostalgia: I try to recreate London in my memory, in these notes. And so I merely jot it down, at top speed, before the feeling passes.

November 27, 1971

LA GRANDE DAME

She was living in a boardinghouse in Rua São Clemente. She was a very large woman, and smelled like a chicken arriving half-cooked at the table. She had five teeth and a dry, arid mouth.

Her past reputation was no invention: she still spoke French with whoever she could, even if the person also spoke Portuguese and preferred not to be embarrassed by their own pronunciation. The lack of saliva deprived her voice of any volubility, giving her a certain air of restraint. There was majesty and sovereignty in that large body supported on tiny feet, in the power of her five teeth, in her thinning hair which, escaping from its meager bun, fluttered in the slightest breeze.

But then there was the Monday morning when, instead of emerging from her tiny room, she came in from outside. Her hair was tidy, her neck gleamed, and she didn’t smell of chicken. She said she had spent Sunday at her son’s house, and stayed overnight. She was dressed in faded black satin. Instead of going to her room to change her clothes—putting on one of her cheap cotton dresses to be merely a person who lives alone in a boardinghouse—she sat in the parlor, prolonging the Sunday, and declared that family was the foundation of society. Apropos of nothing in particular, she referred in passing to a bath she had taken in her daughter-in-law’s comfortable bathroom—which explained her lack of smell and her unsullied neck. To the embarrassment of the other boardinghouse residents still in their pajamas and dressing gowns, she sat for hours beside the parlor water jug, holding conversations more appropriate to an invisible imaginary drawing room.

In the afternoon, it was evident that her ankle boots were pinching her. She carried on, however, as lady of the parlor, holding her large prophetess head aloft.

But when she came to praising the magnificent dinner at her son’s house, her eyes closed queasily. She quickly went to the bathroom and was heard vomiting. She then refused help when anyone knocked at the door of her small room.

At dinnertime, she came down and asked only for a cup of tea: she had dark rings under her eyes and was wearing a loose-fitting floral print dress, once again without girdle or bra. What remained of the unusual was her brighter skin. Some residents avoided looking at her and her defeat. She didn’t speak to anyone. King Lear. She was large, calm, disheveled, clean. She had been happy in vain.

SWAN

But it was in flight that his long, clumsy arms made themselves understood: they were wings. And a rather stupid eye, with that stupid gaze suited only to great expanses of thought. Ordinarily he walked awkwardly, but when he flew, he flew so well that he seemed even to be risking his life, which was a luxury. He walked ridiculously, carefully, the ugly duckling. On the ground, he was a patient.

SUNDAY AFTERNOON

The garden is drenched in rain, such fat raindrops, and the air shimmers. Only the petals of the red rose remain opaque. The pebbles are swimming in water, the living-room windowpanes are swimming in water, leaves weigh heavy in the air, and the tall, thorny rose bush trembles in the mud. The summer storm intensifies. At the window, I wonder pensively to myself: “It won’t have been much fun at the horse races.”

CLEVER PEOPLE’S MISTAKES

It’s just that the mistakes made by clever people are much more serious: they have the arguments to prove it.

December 4, 1971

RUNNING AWAY WITH THE CIRCUS

Paulo Autran has been performing on stage now for more than twenty years. And when you say Paulo Autran, that is tantamount to saying “good theater.” He has accumulated so much experience during those more than twenty years, and the fruit of this experience has been becoming a better and better actor and, I’m sure of it, a more perfect human being. He is a particularly handsome young man. He is someone who understands other people. Offstage he doesn’t behave like a celebrity. This is the man he is.

Paulo Autran isn’t a pseudonym, it’s his real name. Lucky him having a harmonious name like that, which promises so much, and which sounds to the ears like the name of someone like him, fulfilling his destiny as a good actor. We’ve known each other for several years. And one day, while talking, I asked him to what extent Morte e vida Severinafn27 is representative of us Brazilians. He replied: “João Cabral shows us the effects of underdevelopment and the play, while profoundly Brazilian, is universal to the extent that this is a subject of universal relevance.”

“Are you referring to so-called underdeveloped countries, or to the human condition and the consequences of a lack of social justice?”

“João Cabral’s poem shows man helpless in the face of hostile nature and adverse social conditions. That is underdevelopment with all its human and social implications.”

In his tours around various Brazilian states, the most significant productions Autran has brought to the stage are: Liberdade, Liberdade (Liberty, Liberty),fn28 Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex, Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, and Morte e vida Severina.

I remember being very moved on seeing a performance of Morte e vida Severina by the Catholic University of São Paulo theater company. And, furthermore, I am good friends with João Cabral. Paulo Autran would dearly love to know him personally, not just by letter, but when João Cabral was passing through Rio, Autran was touring in the South, performing, as it happens, Cabral’s Morte e vida Severina.

Autran was a lawyer with a “promising career” and already earning good money, but he was totally bored and irritated with the profession, unable to see a life beyond it. He began doing amateur theater as a hobby, until Tônia Carrero suggested they both go into professional theater together.

“It was my discovery; it was my fate.”

The director who influenced his career the most, giving him his technical and theoretical grounding, was Adolfo Celi. He also learned a great deal from Ziembinski, Luciano Salce, Silveira Sampaio, Flávio Rangel, etc.

Autran tells me that in all of Brazil’s big cities you meet sensitive, intelligent people who are interested in theater; he couldn’t really say which audience is the best. The roles that have pleased him the most are many: Othello; Sartre’s Huis Clos; Liberdade, Liberdade; Miller’s After the Fall.

By touring around Brazil, Paulo Autran is giving Brazilians, not only in Rio and São Paulo, the opportunity to see good theater. He never dreamt of writing for the theater. He has a wonderful voice: from every part of the auditorium you can hear every syllable spoken by him. He has studied vocal placement, i.e., the positioning of the voice, but never diction. This comes naturally to him. Fortunately, he is managing to live and live fairly well from his theater work alone; besides, becoming rich has never been his goal.

Talking about his tours, I asked him why he had taken on this life of a wandering circus.

“Circus. Yes, that’s the right word, and yes, I like it. Perhaps I like it because I am realizing every little boy’s dream of running away with the circus.”

Paulo Autran reckons he must have already performed around a hundred plays. According to him, the twentieth century will inevitably be the century of Brecht. Among the younger playwrights, he also enjoys Edward Albee, José Vicente (author of O assalto), Plínio Marcos and many others.

December 18, 1971

STUDY OF A WARDROBE

It seems penetrable because it has a door. On opening it, you discover that the penetrating has been postponed: for inside is another wooden surface, like a closed door. Function: keeping the fancy-dress costumes in the dark. Nature: that of the inviolability of things. Relationship with people: people always look at themselves in the mirror in a poor light because the wardrobe is never in the right place: it stands awkwardly wherever it is placed, always huge, humped, shy, not knowing how to be more discreet. A wardrobe is enormous, intrusive, sad, kindly. Yet the door-mirror closes—and there, as it moves, vials upon vials of fleeting brightness enter the new arrangement of the shadowy bedroom. (The quick cunning of the wardrobe: contribution to the bedroom, indication of a double life, influence on the world, éminence grise, the real power behind the throne.)

HISTORICAL RECONSTRUCTION OF A NOBLEWOMAN

Born in the Château de la Possonière, in the Loire valley. The pleats in her high waist, just beneath her bust, her long tresses barely washed. Spinning flax. The woods around the castle. The green moon in ambush. The nightingales and the well. Her voice singing so delicately, so delicately. The extensive lands divided into military zones. Their faces reddened by the wind, the grooms were brushing the horses. The big keys made of iron. The wind blowing, and in the shadowy bedroom, the white bed. The dogs in the courtyard: fifteen greyhounds barking. The blacksmith and the forges, bellows and anvil, the hammering. The dusty galloping came closer, they dismounted. Daisies garlanding the well in the Loire wind. Much copper, and silver. Her uncle the bishop. The golden cup. The spiritual director’s periodic visit: hands folded in lap. Her era was her life. Died in the year 1513, entombed in the chapel in the woods. One hundred years later, her bones were moved, and then moved again. Until all that remained of her was the château she’d lived in and the beautiful Loire valley. And, in the museum, an object labeled “Anonymous, 16th Century,” a vase she had painted one day, an example of the decorative arts of her time.

REMEMBERING A MAN WHO GAVE UP

To what extent would his act of resigning from the highest office have been comprehensible to himself?fn29 I can hardly imagine his solitary self-unmasting. When an irrational act creates monstrous echoes, the man probably feels almost exonerated when confronted by what his cry provoked: from vibration to vibration, the beginning of the avalanche. He himself does not know the truth behind his resignation, perhaps he never will, for he has already drowned himself in pretexts and explanations. It was “personal,” which is a crime in a public figure. The sacrifice of a leader or a saint or an artist—who reached where they are precisely because they were, from the start, very personal—their sacrifice is that they no longer are personal. The cross they must bear is to forget their own lives. It’s in this forgetting that there lies the most essentially human fact, the thing that makes a human into humanity: the personal pain takes on a vastness big enough for everyone else, and where they seek shelter and are understood; through the love that exists in the renunciation of personal pain, the almost-dead rise up. The true sense of Christ would be the imitation of Christ. Except that Christ himself was the imitation of a Christ.

The whole of Brazil might have risen up through that man, through what he in himself knew about fear, about ambition. He knew himself: he should have known his own tendency to folly. We would have grown even through that. In the same way that transcending the desire to kill—an all-too-familiar abyss—intervenes to prevent others killing themselves. But that man, a public man, reduced himself down to just himself. Out of the grandeur of human defects he made trivial defects. Criminal because so petty. He was a man to be led, not to lead. He proved it. There is no way to forgive him, except by reminding ourselves that we are all weak.

December 24, 1971

TODAY A SON IS BORN

In the manger he was calm and good.

It was early evening and the guiding star was not yet visible. For the moment, the serene joy of a birth—which always renews the world and makes it begin again for the first time—for the moment, that gentle joy belonged only to a small Jewish family. A few others sensed that something was happening on Earth, but as for seeing no one saw, or knew for certain.

As darkness fell, the little boy glowed on the golden straw, tender as a lamb, tender as our own son.

From nearby an ox and a donkey were gazing at him. And warming the air with the breath of their bodies.

It was after the birth, and he lay there damply, breathing damply and warmly.

Mary rested her weary body—her task in the world and before the people and before God was to fulfill her destiny, and now she rested and gazed at the sweet child.

Joseph with his long beard sat beside her, thinking, leaning on his shepherd’s crook: his destiny, which was to understand, had been fulfilled.

The child’s destiny was to be born.

Around them could be heard, as if in the midst of that silent night, the music of the air that every one of us has heard and from which silence is made. It was very sweet and devoid of melody, but composed of sounds that could have arranged themselves into a melody. Floating, uninterrupted. Sounds like fifteen thousand stars. The little family picked up the most elemental vibration of the air—as if the silence were speaking.

The silence of the great God was speaking. It was soft, keen, constant, flawless, cut through with horizontal and oblique sounds. Thousands of resonances shared the same volume and the same intensity, the same absence of haste, joyful night, holy night.

And the destiny of the animals made and remade itself: to love without knowing what they were loving. The gentleness of the beasts understood the innocence of infants. And before the kings arrived, those beasts gave the newborn what they had: their great gaze and the warmth of the belly which is what they are.

This son, who is reborn in every infant, would want us to be fraternal in the presence of our human condition and in the presence of God. The boy would become man and would speak.

Today, in many homes around the world, a Son is born.






1972

January 8, 1972

CASUAL CONVERSATION: 1972

How long is it since I last saw a sunset? And yet those I did see were cheery affairs. Perhaps I feel slightly ashamed that I’ve never gone to the beach to watch the sun easing itself down without being dazzled—without being dazzled by the harsh glare of its jabbing noonday arrow. But at sunset the wasting sun is all softness. And a part of our Earth becomes a dark rocking cradle.

The gradual darkness scares me somewhat, animal that I am, and a cautious one at that. Darkness? Fear and terror. Day dying into night is one of Nature’s great mysteries.

What is Nature? A difficult question to answer because we’re part of it too and so don’t have the necessary objectivity to look it in the face: it springs from my inner core like a seed pushing up through the earth. Nature—how to explain its unique, total significance? How to understand its enigmatic simplicity? I can’t even remember how or when I first read or was taught the word—but it was never explained to me. And yet I understood. If you don’t know what it is, then you never will. There are things that can’t be learned.

Nature frightens me in this world that is God. And on a planet where life exists even among the desert sands.

Still feeling rather listless after New Year’s, I’m now going to speak about the desert, seeing that I’ve already begun. I was once on the edge of the Sahara, beyond the pyramids. The desert. Disappearing off into the distance. Desolation all around. Its actual extent cut off from our view by the horizon, where the Earth curves. For the desert has a horizon like the sea, and, like the sea, is very deep.

I experienced fear when I looked at the desert. I wanted to cross it as quickly as possible and get to the other side. On a different occasion I flew over the Sahara and my heart experienced the same fear. I imagined myself lost and alone in the endless sands where, dear God, there are no tracks. My shouts for help would be in vain.

I will stop here so as not to make anyone anxious: what we need is a 1972 without too much anxiety. A well-built bridge stretching gracefully and lightly, carrying us unawares toward 1973.

I mentioned anxiety. What is anxiety? In fact, my tendency to ask questions and to ascribe meanings is itself an anxiety. It begins with life itself. When they cut the umbilical cord: pain and separation. And then the grief of living.

Living? Living is a very serious thing. It’s no joke at all. Even though I am making jokes now about this new and precious year. I take life seriously and head-on. At these “right now” moments, I’m living so very lightly that I barely brush the page, and no one can catch me because I manage to skate round them. Something I’ve had to learn how to do.

Sometimes you don’t need to be afraid of anxiety: it can be fertile and produce pure, joyful fruit. But “you must not be afraid of creating,” I myself wrote many years ago. I find it very odd to be quoting myself …

Creation is an obscure and secret thing. From which part of Stravinsky’s being was The Firebird born? From the soul, of course. But where does the soul lie?

I never imagined I would find myself writing about “the soul.” But one conversation has led to another and here I am, body and soul, in a newspaper. The thing we call essence is found in some part of the being. What is the essence of life?

Ah, what I don’t know overtakes me. Truth, very patiently and kindly, overtakes me too.

I would like to overtake myself in 1972 and forge ahead of me. Without pain. Or only with the labor pains that lead to the birth of something new. Also because, when you do overtake yourself, you step outside of yourself and fall into the “other.” The other is always very important.

Summer has installed itself in my heart.

And everything—I’ll stop with that last sentence, which came to me unbidden, free and inexplicable. Is that what we’re like? Inexplicable?

If so, amen.

1972? Amen.

I refuse to be a fait accompli.

In the meantime, I float in idleness. Goodbye.

January 15, 1972

STATE OF AFFAIRS

After the time for words of love, for words of anger, for any words at all, relations between the two of them gradually became incapable of forming a sentence or a clear reality. Having been married for so long, the disagreements, the suspicions, a certain rivalry, never really came to the surface, but existed between them like the plane on which they understood each other. This state of affairs was almost a barrier to offense and defense, or to any explanation. They were what people call a normal couple.

NOTEBOOK

“All those who have done great things did so to escape a difficulty, a dead end.” I am translating this from French, a sentence I found in an old notebook. But who wrote it? When? It scarcely matters; it is one of life’s truths, and many people could have written it.

EXERCISE

It’s curious, this experience of writing lighter pieces and for lots of readers, when I used to write “my things” for just a few. It’s a very pleasant sensation. What’s more, I’ve been spending a lot of time with myself recently and was surprised to discover that being me is bearable, sometimes even pleasant.

Well, not always.

SUPPOSING RIGHTLY

Suppose the telephones are out of order throughout the city—which is true. Suppose I make a call, and I get a busy signal—which is true. Suppose that suddenly the “unbusy” ring tone is ringing as a dial tone—which is true. Suppose they don’t answer—which is true. Suppose that instead of getting through to the number I dialed, I get a crossed line—which is true. Suppose that out of sheer curiosity I happen to hear the conversation between a man and a woman—which is true. Suppose that at the end of the conversation I hear a limpid phrase—which is true. Suppose that limpid phrase is “God bless you”—which is true. Suppose I then feel myself completely blessed, since the phrase was also addressed to me—which is true. Yes. The phrase was intended for me. I’ve stopped supposing. I just say “Yes” to the world.

SUPPOSING WRONGLY

Suppose I were a strong creature—which isn’t true. Suppose I took a decision and stuck to it—which isn’t true. Suppose one day I wrote something that bared the human soul a little—which isn’t true. Suppose I always wore the serious face I suddenly glimpse as I wash my hands—which isn’t true. Suppose the people I love were happy—which isn’t true. Suppose I had fewer grave flaws than I do—which isn’t true. Suppose a pretty flower were enough to light me up—which isn’t true. Suppose I was actually smiling today, which isn’t one of my days for smiling—which isn’t true. Suppose there were many qualities among my flaws—which isn’t true. Suppose I never lied—which isn’t true. Suppose that one day I could be another person and change my way of being—which isn’t true.

January 22, 1972

AN ATTEMPT AT DESCRIBING SUBTLETIES

The Hindu dancer makes angular, ritualistic gestures, then pauses. Pausing for several moments is also part of it. It’s the dance of the immobile: movements immobilize things. The dancer moves from one immobility to another, giving me time to feel my amazement. Often his sudden immobility is an echo of the preceding leap, its every tremor pulsating in the motionless air. Now he is completely still. Existing becomes sacred, as if we were merely life’s performers.

This is the dance of the man who possesses a knowledge of numbers and heights, and to whom a greater assertiveness is allowed.

As for the Hindu woman, she astonishes neither herself nor me. Her movements are as continuous and compelling as the smooth-flowing stillness of a river. She has the long curves of women of antiquity. The hips of that one over there are too wide and limit the possibilities of thought. They are women without cruelty. And in the silent dance they renew the primitive sense of grace. Even their sensuality is still the same grace, just a little less intense.

The audience can scarcely bear it, so monotonous is this dance that has remained unchanged for centuries. And also because our own unease regarding the East is inescapable: theirs is another way of knowing life. And then there is that other source of discomfort: the feeling that they do not believe in us. For the dancers make certain movements that cause the entire Western world to despair. They believe in masks, they believe in a greater love: these are ancient, terribly serene things.

The interminable program I’m reading informs me now that three women will dance “displaying all the charm of the feminine.” What a disappointment. The three women who appear barely move. We sit there looking for “feminine charm,” and instead see three women moving very slowly, as if that were enough. And the worst thing is that suddenly it is enough. It’s as if they were telling us: “Behold the rarest of fruits,” and then showed us an ordinary, everyday orange. To my surprise, I see that the orange is indeed the rarest of rare things.

My natural tendency, which is to want only satiety, is taken aback by their frugal offerings. Fat and white, we settled into our seats, expecting to be given the gifts of the Three Wise Men. But they return us to our sated poverty, tacitly accepting that hunger is simple. They dance modestly, exposing their backs to our darts. By now, we are ashamed to reveal to them that we possess much more—no, not that, it’s true, but still much more. With a timid smile, we try to do the honors for this paupers’ banquet, pretending we are gratefully dining on pheasant. We uneasily allow them to remove our shoes and anoint us with oils. Which they do smiling innocently, limpidly, without a trace of humility. Does ancient custom then require us to anoint their dark feet? I feel it should. But what offends me is that they don’t even expect us to.

The dance is so slow and calm that it gradually stretches out the hours. Will the program never end? Trapped by the fact of being there in the theater, they torture me unhurriedly, gradually revealing how bare feet have the same signifying intelligence as hands, how dark skin is the right skin, showing how people lived before a Bible so big that it seems profane—seducing me with its exhausting repetition of the same truth. Until, from so much looking, I come to understand spices, galleons, the scent of cinnamon, and the importance of rivers—the cities are built beside water. The cymbal has a sound I would call exotic. Pure spirits can only be invoked by cymbals. Around ankles and wrists, the little bells reveal by their light vibration the body’s most delicate intentions.

But the dancers’ names are sweet and ripe, pleasing to the mouth. Mrinalini, Usha, Anirudda, Arjuna. Softnesses that are a little pungent, strangely recognizable: have I or have I not already eaten one of these fruits? Only if it was when I, a bored Eve, tasted the fruits of the different trees.

The musicians sit on the stage itself, their legs crossed yogi-like. The music is a plaintive monologue, sounding like the wind when you feel a little afraid of it. An unvarying melopoeia transplanted from larger spaces to the smaller sphere of the theater, like a wild animal pacing patiently up and down its cage. One of the musicians, a very thin man, is the singer. His singing is very light, seeming to come only from the throat.

And slowly he sends me to sleep in my chair, slowly hypnotizing me into a snake.

January 29, 1972

THE JELLY AS ALIVE AS A PLACENTA

This dream was a sort of sad apparition. It begins in the middle. There was a jelly that was alive. That was how the jelly felt. Silence. Alive and silent, the jelly dragged itself with difficulty across the table, rising, falling, slowly, without crumbling into pieces. Who would catch it? No one dared. When I looked at it, I saw my own face reflected in it, wobbling slowly along in its life. A basic deformation of my self. Deformed without me spilling over. I was barely alive as well. Thrust into the horror, I wanted to flee from my counterpart—the elemental jelly—and I went out onto the terrace, ready to throw myself from the top floor. It was pitch-black night, as I could see from the terrace, and I was so wracked with fear that the end was approaching: everything that is too strong seems to be close to an end. But before jumping from the terrace, I decided to put on some lipstick. The lipstick seemed curiously soft. Then I understood: the lipstick was also made of living jelly. And there I was on the dark terrace, my lips moist with a living thing.

My legs were already over the edge of the balcony when I saw the eyes of the darkness. Not “eyes in the darkness,” but the eyes of the darkness. The darkness was peering at me with two large, wide-set eyes. The darkness, therefore, was also alive. Where would I find death? Death, I knew, was a living jelly. Everything was alive. Everything is alive, elemental, slow, everything is elementally immortal.

With almost insuperable difficulty, I managed to wake myself up, as if yanking myself by the hair to escape that living quagmire.

I opened my eyes. The bedroom was dark, but it was a recognizable darkness, not the profound darkness from which I had dragged myself. I felt calmer. It had just been a dream. But I realized that one of my arms was outside the sheet. With a sudden jerk I pulled it in: nothing of me should remain exposed if I still wanted to save myself. Did I want to save myself? I think I did, for I turned on the bedside lamp so that I would wake up completely. I saw the bedroom’s firm outlines. We had—I was still in a dreamlike state—we had made the living jelly as hard as the walls, we had made the living jelly as hard as the ceiling; we had killed everything that could be killed, trying to restore the peace of death around us, fleeing from what was worse than death: pure life, living jelly. I turned out the light. Suddenly a cock crowed. A cockerel in an apartment building? A rather hoarse cockerel. In a gleaming white building, a cockerel. A home clean on the outside, and inside, that shrill cry? Thus spake the Book. Outside was death, clean, accomplished, definitive death—but inside was the rudimentarily living jelly. This much I knew, in the elemental night.

February 5, 1972

PERILOUS LUCIDITY

I feel a clarity so bright that it cancels me out as an actual, ordinary person: it’s an empty brightness; how can I explain? Just like a perfect mathematical calculation for which we have no use. I am, you might say, seeing the void clearly. And I don’t even understand what it is I understand: for I am infinitely greater than myself, way beyond my own grasp. In addition to which: what should I do with this lucidity? I also know that this lucidity of mine could become a human hell—it’s happened to me before. For I know that in terms of our daily and permanently resigned accommodation with unreality, this clear view of reality represents a danger. Therefore, douse my flame, God, because it’s of no use to me in getting through the days. Help me to consist once again only of possible ways of being. I consist, I consist, amen.

HOW TO FALL ASLEEP

On those nights when I can’t sleep, I’ve invented a childish way of falling asleep in which I talk softly to myself, and it often works. If I remember correctly, it goes something like this: “I’ve regressed: I’m a little child. I’m going to bed and everyone is asleep around me. Nothing bad can happen. Everything is good and kind. The soul is eternal. No one ever dies. The joy of being a child is a sweet, sweet thing. God spreads throughout my body: I can taste his sweetness throughout my body. All is well, all is well. God casts his light upon me, all of me, but he shades that light so that it doesn’t wake me. I am a child: I have no duties, only rights. The pleasure of being alive is to go to sleep. I feel this oh-so-slow living as a flavor filling my legs and arms. At last my soul surrenders. I have nothing more to surrender. Nothing holds me any longer: I slip away. I slip into beatitude. Beatitude guides me and leads me by the hand. Beatitude in life.”

IN SEARCH OF PLEASURE

And there is so much suffering in being, at times without me even knowing it, in search, as I am, of pleasures. I can’t just wait for them to come by themselves. And it’s so dramatic: all it takes is to look at others in the half-light of a nightclub: the search for pleasure that does not come alone and of its own accord. For me, the search for pleasure has been like foul water: I press my lips to the rusty spout and get only two drops of tepid water: it is dry water. No, give me real suffering rather than forced pleasure any time.

I WOULD GET BY

If my world were not human, there would still be a place for me: I would be a diffuse smattering of instincts, kindnesses and ferocities, a trembling radiation of peace and struggle: if the world were not human, I would get by as an animal. Then, for an instant, I despise the human side of life and I experience the silent soul of animal life. It’s good, and real; it’s the seed of what, later, becomes human.

EVEN THE TYPEWRITER?

I had my typewriter repaired. Still inserted into the roll (or whatever it’s called—you know what I mean) was the piece of paper on which the typewriter repairman had tried typing, to check that it was working. On the paper was written:
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February 19, 1972

THE PIANIST

He was short and skinny, and walked with a light step as if his body didn’t trouble him. In raptures, the girl at the front desk of the boardinghouse in Catetefn1 said to him: “You have such a wonderful ability to express your feelings through music!”

He played at night, when the parlor wasn’t full of residents. In times gone by he must have played reasonably well, in terms of technique. As for his “feelings,” they could only be expressed musically in two elementary modes: pianissimo or fortissimo. He would switch from one to the other without warning—this was what conveyed elemental feelings to the girl at the front desk. As for his own feelings, perhaps those two variations simply indicated an impoverished or monotonous range of emotions. As for his physical appearance, his suit had been sent by mistake to another room: it was as if he were dangling from the hanger—one shoulder higher than the other, shoulders that were not hunched but somehow circumspect or timid. It was not hard to see that the suit was not his. “From abroad?” people asked. “Are you foreign?” they’d ask, their accusation taking the form of a question. He wasn’t.

I forgot to mention that he looked albino. He was shortsighted: and perhaps, indirectly, that was why he could only play either very softly or very loudly, as if he could only “see” in stark contrasts. I knew him, and he was a man who almost killed himself. But he didn’t kill himself. Perhaps he’d found a compromise between pianissimo and fortissimo. Like most people.

WHY?

One day, the young man saw his girlfriend on the street corner talking with two female friends. Why did he feel uneasy, as if she’d always lied to him and only now did he have proof? However, she’d never said she didn’t go out or that she didn’t laugh or talk with friends. But the idea he had formed of her had been betrayed by this new view of her: with her friends, she seemed a different person.

The worst is that when he told her that he’d seen her she’d felt bad as well. She asked him lots of questions: What was I doing? What was I wearing? Was I laughing? And he felt that if he could possibly give some reason—which he couldn’t—he would have forbidden her from meeting her friends. She would mistakenly think he was jealous. The idea that she could foolishly imagine things favorable to herself, such as being the precious object of his jealousy, made him pity her, and he found her ridiculous.

In any event, having seen this new side to her, her chatting on the street corner, he somehow despised her. Since he didn’t understand why he should, he tried to come up with something to accuse her of: you look like a servant who goes out into the street with her hands all red from washing the dishes in order to gossip in the street. But it wasn’t true—he couldn’t convince even himself with this argument. But now he responded coldly when she told him about what, for example, she had dreamed that night. He stared at her blankly and uncaringly, blankly so as to block her out, as if to say: You don’t fool me. You’re a different person, I saw you chatting with your friends in the street.

They never really got along after that, and their courtship proved short-lived. It ended coolly, without regrets.

STILL IMPOSSIBLE

I mentioned that one day I would very much like to be able to write a story that began: “Once upon a time …” For children? they asked. No, for adults, I replied, already distracted, too busy remembering the first stories I wrote when I was seven years old, all beginning with “Once upon a time.” I would send them to the children’s page in the Thursday edition of the Recife newspaper, and none, absolutely none, of them were ever published. And even then it was easy to see why. None of them told a proper story with the kind of plot a story requires. I would read the ones that got published, and all of them described some incident. But if the newspaper was stubborn, so was I.

Since then, though, I’ve changed so much that perhaps I was ready for the real “Once upon a time.” Then I wondered: Why don’t I start? Right now. It would be simple enough, I thought.

And so I started. However, after writing the first sentence, I immediately saw that it was still impossible. I had written: “Once upon a time there was a bird, dear God.”

March 4, 1972

SUMMER AT THE BALL

With her fan the fat matron is thinking something. She is thinking the fan and with the fan she is fanning herself. And with the fan she suddenly closes her thought with a click, empty, smiling, rigid in her tight corset, absent, her fan lying open and distracted on her bosom. “Oh, I’m sure they’ll all find husbands,” she says like a visitor sitting in the drawing room. But seized by a sudden controlled panic, there she is fanning herself with a thousand sparrow’s wings.

VILLAGE IN THE MOUNTAINS OF ITALY

The men have red lips and reproduce. The women deform their bodies with breastfeeding. As for the old, the old are not excited. Work is hard. The night, silent. There are no cinemas. At the front door, the girls’ beauty is a beauty to be left standing in the dark. Life is sad and spacious as a life in the mountains should be.

COURTYARD IN TIJUCA

In Zona Norte there blows a hot wind, a sirocco.fn2 In the courtyard five colorless girls have already had their evening baths, their hair drying in the sirocco. They have dark eyes, plump arms and pale lips. They are the daughters. Why speak? Sit and play your guitars. There’s nothing to say to them. There’s nothing there to save. Not everything symbolizes something else, and this is just as important as the exact opposite. They are just five girls with pale lips that I leave right there in the courtyard, and who stay there. And if they don’t want to stay, they can leave. Five colorless girls symbolize five colorless girls. This is how I see this harem of pale lips, and without cruelty or love for natural selection; I am not politicizing or poetizing, I don’t think it’s right or wrong: it is what it is.

But the sirocco, on the other hand, brings horses and sand, coming from the desert.

THE HAPPY COOK

She couldn’t read, so I read the letter out loud to her. “Teresinha, my love. You are always in my heart. Since the moment I saw you my heart was captivated by your charms. Seeing how kind and beautiful you are, I felt My Soul bewildered, my life up till then empty and sad. Then it became full of light and hope, the flame of love burning in my breast. Love that awoke inside me. Darling Teresinha of my heart lit up by your purity and who finds in my heart my endless sincerity. What happiness we will one day find in a heart that beats Alongside our own, paired in the rough and the smooth of life with a friendly heart that comforts us, a pure soul that adores us and raises up to heaven a sweet song of love the darling woman we dream of. Eternally your passionate Edgar. Dear Terezinha I beg you for an Answer. My address is 30-C Estrada São Luís, Santa Cruz.”

IT WAS PERFECT BEFORE

Being born ruined my health.

SHADY DEALING

Ever since I discovered within myself how we think, making all sorts of shady deals with myself, I have never again been able to believe in the thoughts of other people.

OUT OF DISCRETION

God gave him countless little talents that he didn’t use or even develop for fear of becoming an unashamedly complete man.

April 1, 1972

MY NEXT EXCITING TRIP AROUND THE WORLD

Tomorrow I am leaving for Europe. From where I will send my articles for this newspaper.

London will be my base. And from there I will plan my trips. For example, I’ll go to Paris and see the Mona Lisa again, because I miss her. And buy perfume. And above all complain to Maison Carven that they no longer make my perfume, Vert et Blanc, which suits me best. I will also go to the theater. And to the Left Bank.

Then I’ll return to London where I will stay for a week or two. And then I’ll make my way to my beloved Italy. First Rome. Then Florence.

While in Rome I will get in touch, through mutual acquaintances, with Onassis, and there’s a possibility of arranging a Mediterranean cruise.

I’ll go to Greece, which I have only visited briefly. I really need to see the Acropolis again.

And I need to go back and see the pyramids and the Sphinx. The Sphinx intrigues me: I want to confront her once again, face-to-face, in clean and open combat. I will see who devours whom. Perhaps nothing will happen. Because the human being is also a sphinx that the Sphinx doesn’t know how to decipher. Or how to decipher herself. If we could decipher ourselves, we would hold the keys to life.

I want to bathe in the sea at Biarritz—because that’s where I saw the biggest waves, the densest and greenest and most turbulent of seas. And majestic too. I don’t want to see San Sebastián again.

But I do want to go back to Toledo and Córdoba. In Toledo I will see the El Grecos again.

I will catch springtime in Europe, which is in itself a reason to go there. I will go to Israel, that oldest and newest of communities: I want to see how people live under different rules.

And Portugal? I have to go back to Lisbon and Cascais. In Lisbon, I will seek out my friend, the great poet Natércia Freire. And give her a piece I’ve written, in response to her request to contribute to the Literature and Arts Supplement (of the Lisbon newspaper Diário de Notícias), which she edits. I will go to the Chiado. And once again think about Eça de Queirós.fn3 I need to reread him. I know I will again enjoy—as if for the first time—Eça’s luscious style.

I will return to London, where I will spend two weeks relaxing in theaters and pubs.

From there I’ll take a jaunt to Monrovia, Liberia. I’ve been to Liberia, but I didn’t make it to the capital.

If anyone thinks I’ve won the lottery, they’re wrong. The best part of the story is that I will travel without spending a cent. My only expenses will be shopping. I’ll tell you later how to get your hands on such a formidable bargain: it isn’t impossible, given that I have managed it and with no great effort. No, I didn’t do it by charm: when I am charming it’s always unknowingly, unintentionally, it just happens. The charm, I mean.

Then will come the moment when my longing for Brazil gets the better of me. I will return via New York, where I will stay for two weeks, losing myself in the crowd. A crowd in New York is the easiest place for a person to be on her own. If I get too lonely, I will go to our consulate. Just to see some Brazilians and be able to use our difficult language once again. Difficult but fascinating. Especially when it comes to writing. I assure you that it is not easy to write in Portuguese: it’s not really a language made for thought, which means that it’s not very malleable when it comes to expressing a human being’s more delicate states of mind.

Then—at last—I will return to Rio. On my way I will drop by Belém, to see my friends Francisco Paulo Mendes, Benedito Nunes (now what’s their address? please write me) and so many others who are important to me. They, you’ll see, have already forgotten me. I haven’t forgotten them. I’ll spend six very happy months in Belém. I am very grateful to that city.

Once in Rio, and after hugging all my friends, I’ll go to Cabo Frio for a week, to stay with Pedro and Míriam Bloch. Then I’ll return to Rio and, completely refreshed, recommence my daily, inglorious, enigmatic struggle.

Yes. All that.

But only if it were true …

The fact is that today is April 1 and I haven’t fooled anyone on this day since I was a child. Unfortunately I can’t see any way of making this trip with no money. Onassis came into this April Fools’ Day like the pure stowaway that he is. To tell the truth, I’m not very interested in meeting him.

Apologies for the prank. I just couldn’t resist.

April 8, 1972

THE GRATUITOUS ACT

Often the thing that saved me was improvising a gratuitous act. Gratuitous in the sense that if it has a reason, I don’t know about it. And if it has consequences, they are unforeseeable.

The gratuitous act is the opposite of the struggle for life and in life. It’s the opposite of chasing after money, work, love, pleasures, taxis and buses—in other words our daily life—all of which is paid for, that is, it has a price.

One afternoon recently, under a pure blue sky and small white clouds, I was typing away when something happened inside me.

It was a profound weariness with the struggle.

And I realized I was thirsty. I would wake up with a thirst for freedom. I was simply exhausted from living in an apartment. I was exhausted from extracting ideas from myself. I was exhausted by the noise of the typewriter. Then that strange, deep thirst appeared. I needed—urgently needed—an act of freedom: an act that exists only for itself. An act that would provide an outward manifestation of what I secretly was. And I needed an act for which I wouldn’t have to pay. I don’t mean “pay with money,” but rather in the broader sense, pay the high price of being alive.

I let myself be guided by my own thirst. It was two o’clock on a summer afternoon. I stopped working, quickly changed my clothes, went down to the street, hailed a passing taxi and said to the driver: “The Botanical Garden, please.” “Which street?” he asked. “You don’t understand,” I explained, “I don’t want to go to the neighborhood, but to the Botanical Garden in that neighborhood.” For some reason, he eyed me thoughtfully for a moment.

I left the windows of the car open as we sped along, and I’d already begun my freedom by letting a strong breeze mess up my hair and buffet my grateful face, my eyes half closed with happiness.

Why was I going to the Botanical Garden? Just to look. Just to see. Just to smell. Just to live.

I jumped out of the taxi and went in through the wide gates. The shade immediately enveloped me. I stopped. The green life there was broad and generous. There was no avarice to be seen: everything gave itself entirely to the wind, to the air, to life, everything reached up toward the sky. And more: everything also gave up its mystery.

The mystery was all around me. I gazed at spindly, newly planted bushes. I gazed at a tree with a dark, knobbly trunk, so thick it would be impossible for me to get my arms around it. How did the sap—that almost intangible substance, which is life itself—rise up inside that rock-hard wood, through those hard, heavy, clawlike roots? There is sap in everything just as there is blood in our body.

I am deliberately not going to describe what I saw: every person must discover it for themselves. I will merely recall that there were swaying, secret shadows. I would also mention, just in passing, the freedom of the birds. And my freedom. But that’s all. Otherwise, there was just the moist greenness rising within me through my unseen roots. I walked and walked. Sometimes I stopped. I wandered far from the entrance gate, losing sight of it, going down avenue after avenue. I sensed a comforting fear—like a barely perceptible shudder in the soul—a comforting fear of perhaps getting lost and never again—yes never again!—finding the exit.

On that particular avenue there was a fountain from which water endlessly flowed. It was in the form of a stone face and the water spouted from its mouth. I drank. I got thoroughly drenched. I didn’t care: that excess was entirely in keeping with the garden’s abundance.

In some places the ground was covered in berries fallen from pepper trees, like the ones that used to fall so abundantly on the sidewalks of our childhood and which we would take enormous pleasure in squashing underfoot, I’m not sure why. So I repeated the crushing of the berries, and once again experienced that mysterious, healthy smell.

I felt a beneficent weariness, it was time to go back, the sun was already weaker.

I will return on a day of heavy rain—just to see the dripping, submerged gardens.

Note: I would like to ask the person who so kindly translates my articles into braille for blind readers not to translate this piece. I don’t want to offend eyes that cannot see.

April 15, 1972

HEART FLUTTER FOR TWO

My friend was talking to me on the telephone. Suddenly a little bird flew into her living room. My friend recognized it: it was a thrush.fn4 The maid took fright, my friend was surprised. The thrush needed to find its way back to the window to escape the prison of the living room. After a lot of fluttering, it landed on a picture frame above my friend’s head, who continued with her phone call, although paying more attention to the thrush than to what was being said.

Then she felt something on her bare back—it was summer, her dress was backless: the thrush had landed on her and seemed very content. I should mention that my friend has a very soothing voice. She knew that if she made any sudden movement, the thrush would take fright, and that could prove lethal. She hung up.

I should also mention that my friend has a very light touch, able to hold a flower in her hand without crushing it. With this light touch she picked up the thrush, which let itself be held.

And there the thrush stayed in her hand. The thrush’s tiny little heart was fluttering wildly. And the worst thing is that my friend too was all of a flutter. So there the two of them sat, trembling inside: my friend feeling her own heart beating fast, and feeling in her hand the hurried, uncontrolled beating of the thrush’s heart.

Then she stood up very slowly so as not to frighten the living thing in her hand. Together they went to the window. The thrush understood. My friend opened her hand; the thrush stayed there for a few moments. And then suddenly took flight, a flight that was beautifully free.

NO, NOT LIKE THAT EITHER

I had just clambered into a taxi when, before it began to move off, a man, who was still young, but whose hair was already growing thin and gray, stuck his head in and said:

“Would you mind telling where you’re heading?”

I replied that I was going to Copacabana. He then asked me imploringly: “Would you mind if I got in? I’ll be getting out before you and, at this time of day, it’s so difficult to find a taxi.” I told him to jump in. He did so, and sat beside the driver. Then, turning round in his seat, he started to tell me: because he was married, because he was very happy, because it didn’t bother him that his wife was getting older because she was still the woman he loved, because today he’d sent her roses and it wasn’t even her birthday, because … Well, I thought to myself, this young man cheats on his wife royally.

I was already feeling queasy with all that conjugal love, and also because of the slightly off-pitch tone he adopted for his who-knows-why lies. And that was when my passenger said: “This is where I get out.” The taxi stopped, he got out, stuck his head through the window and said to my offended astonishment:

“You’re a perfect gentleman, ma’am.”

April 22, 1972

REFUGE

I know that there is within me a very lovely image, and whenever I want to I can summon it up, and whenever it comes, it appears in its entirety. It’s an image of a forest, and within the forest I see a green glade, half-shaded, surrounded by the tallness of the trees, and in the middle of this lovely darkness are many, many butterflies, a yellow lion sitting on its haunches, and me sitting on the ground, embroidering. The hours pass like many years, and the years really do pass, the butterflies with their large colorful wings and the yellow lion with its spots—but these spots are only so you can see that he is yellow; the spots indicate how he would look if he wasn’t yellow. That shows how necessary this vision of mine is. The good thing about the image is the half-light, which doesn’t demand any more than my eyes are capable of, and doesn’t exceed my ability to see. And there I am, with both butterflies and lion. My glade contains minerals, which are the colors. Only one threat hangs over this scene: the knowledge and dread that outside of that place I am lost, because it will no longer be the forest (which I know already through love); it will be an empty field (and this I know already through fear)—so empty that whichever direction I take, it will make no difference, a wasteland so lacking in ground cover or ground color that I would not find a single animal that could be mine. I set this feeling of dread to one side, give a long sigh to help me compose myself, and once again savor my closeness to the lion and the butterflies: we are not thinking, we are simply enjoying. In this vision-refuge, I am not black-and-white either: although I can’t see myself, I know that to them I am brightly colored, but without exceeding their ability to see either, which would trouble them, and we are not troubling creatures. I have blue and green spots only to show that I am neither blue nor green—look at what I am not! The half-light is a lush dark green—I know I said this earlier, but I repeat it simply to savor the happiness: I want the same thing over and over. And, as I was feeling and saying, there we are. And we are just fine. To tell the truth, I have never been so fine. Why? I don’t want to know why. We are each of us in our allotted place, and I submit with pleasure to my place of peace. I will even linger a little longer in my vision because it’s constantly improving: the peaceful yellow lion and the butterflies fluttering silently around, me sitting on the ground embroidering, and all of us filled with delight by our green glade. We are content.

STYLE

“What’s that you’re writing?”

“I’m bashing out a petition on the typewriter.”

“Let me read it. Was it really you who wrote this? ‘The undersigned humbly requests Your Honor …’ Gosh, you’ve never written anything so classy before!”

A HIGHER DEGREE: SILENCE

Until today, I never knew, as it were, that it was possible not to write. Gradually, gradually, then suddenly, I made the shy discovery: perhaps I too might be able not to write. How to do this is infinitely more ambitious. Almost unachievable.

May 6, 1972

DIALOGUE OF THE UNKNOWN

“Can I speak frankly?”

“Yes.”

“Will you understand?”

“Yes, I will. I know very little. But in my favor, I have everything that I don’t know and—being virgin territory—I am free of preconceptions. Everything I don’t know is the best and greatest part of me: it is my largesse. And with that largesse I will understand everything. My truth is made up of everything I don’t know.”

May 13, 1972

MOTHER’S DAY

“I once danced not knowing I was pregnant,” a ballerina in the Municipal Theater’s corps de ballet told me. “And later I felt really guilty, even though it was a slow dance that wouldn’t have done any harm. Later, when I suspected I might be pregnant, I went for a test. You can’t imagine my feelings when the man handed me the piece of paper with the word ‘positive’ written on it. I was so intensely, so crazily happy that I hugged and kissed the astonished lab assistant and said ‘Thank you so much.’ As if that complete stranger were the father.”

The sun was setting as the ballerina spoke. She was very fragile, almost weightless, with the bosom of a little girl.

“But the doctor then told me on my way out that I might lose the baby. Because I have underdeveloped genital organs, I’m fertile but I can’t conceive, there’s no space for the fetus. So I spent months in bed to see if that way I might be able to keep the baby. I just lay there, talking to the little creature inside me. I’d say: ‘Look here, little one, the two of us will overcome this and you’re going to be born. That’s the way it is; it’s difficult being born.’ He even seemed to be listening to me and replying: ‘Yes, I am finding it difficult.’ I so wanted to hear him cry … as a kind of response to life: crying for life is a response. We would talk for hours. No one at the time understood the state of anguished rapture I was in, and no one understood afterward either.”

Neither of us spoke. She was sitting on the bright red carpet, as light as anything, legs crossed like a buddha. But her spine remained softly erect, almost hieratic, a habit acquired after years of ballet training.

“That was when I began to lose blood. I could scarcely believe it; I didn’t want to believe it. And the more the blood flowed, the more desperate I became. Until it happened: I lost my baby. It was a boy. I managed to see him, I asked to see him: there he was all cuddled up inside his membrane. He reminded me of a newborn bird I saw once, with a tiny, almost transparent body and an enormous beak. It was as if I’d given birth to a bird. I began to cry. I didn’t weep out of despondency, I was weeping for the death of a child. Everyone told me: ‘But Gisele, it wasn’t a child, it was only a fetus …’ No one understood that for a woman as small as me the fetus was a child. And they understood even less when I asked my father to bury him in the garden. I didn’t want him to be thrown in the trash, my little creature. Apparently it’s forbidden to bury a fetus in a cemetery. But my father, seeing the state I was in, granted my wish: he planted my son in the garden, under the yellowing leaves of a large almond tree.”

As she was speaking, I imagined the earth in the garden with that tiny little creature curled up in its fragile membrane, withering, fading away. I said nothing.

“The worst thing, as I said, was the feeling of guilt: just imagine, I had been dancing ballet in that state. But sometimes I managed to think more clearly: ‘You are not to blame,’ I would tell myself. ‘The cause of death wasn’t the dancing, it was that business about my underdeveloped organs.’ But I kept thinking I hadn’t done everything I could for him, that perhaps I’d failed somehow.”

Dusk was already drawing to a close: we were in semidarkness but I didn’t light any lamps.

“But I’m not giving up,” she said softly.

“Not giving up what?”

“On having a baby. The doctor said I might lose it again. But even if I were to lose a second pregnancy, I wouldn’t give up: I’ll get pregnant many times and I accept the possibility of losing my child. Until one day, whenever that is, I will keep him safely inside me for nine months, giving him all the good things he needs to eat and drink by enriching my blood. Until finally he is born. And it will be our victory, mine and his. Because I know: being born is really difficult.”

I looked at her in the near darkness. Resigned, bruised, courageous. Yes, she was a mother, that Degas ballerina.

May 20, 1972

WITHOUT WARNING

There was so much I didn’t know then. No one had told me, for example, about this harsh three-o’clock sun. Nor had they told me about the dull rhythm of life, this dusty hammering. Although, yes, they had vaguely warned me that it would hurt. But the things approaching from the horizon toward my hopes, and which, on coming closer, spread their eagle wings above me—that I did not know. I did not know what it is to be overshadowed by vast, threatening wings, to have a sharp eagle’s beak pointing at me and laughing. And when, in my adolescent scrapbooks, I declared proudly that I didn’t believe in love, well, that was when I loved the most. This I had to learn by myself. I also didn’t know what lies can lead to. I started lying as a precaution, and no one warned me of the danger of being so cautious; because, after that, I could never shake off the lies. And I lied so much that I began lying even to my own lies. And that—I was dazed by then—meant telling the truth. Until I sank so low that the lie I told was crude, simple and short: I was telling the brutal truth.

May 27, 1972

NOT MUCH TO ASK

“I know that life pleases me,” I continued, gripped by the cruel desire to describe something lost forever. “And it has nothing to do with a lovely home like this one … two rooms and a kitchen would be enough for me … but with all my things … and clean as a whistle … and living quietly … on Sundays we would go for a stroll together, eat together, sleep together … just think, Gino, how wonderful that would be!” (La Romana, by the Italian novelist Alberto Moravia).

MORAVIA

Talking about Moravia reminds me of when he was here in Rio. It was on the occasion of the First Writers’ Festival, and he was at one of the stands. I was introduced to him, and Moravia, who was going on later to a restaurant with a group of friends and acquaintances, invited me to join them. I was seated beside him at the dinner. But as for conversation … Almost impossible. A bitter and terribly sarcastic man. His contempt for others and for himself. He asked me question after question, all the while toying with his fork. An awful dinner. By the end, I was furious: “Why are you asking me so many questions when you don’t seem the least bit interested in the answers? You’re not even listening to me.” To which he replied with unexpected kindness, for the first time dropping his sarcastic, scathing tone: “I’ve been listening to everything you’ve said.” I felt so sorry.

But his wife is a tricky one. She asks questions neither sarcastically nor scornfully, but rather rudely. She’s very aware of her own worth, although quite without conceit. She gets straight to the point, stares quizzically at her interlocutor, interrupts any answers that don’t interest her, and her interlocutor, surprised by the sudden interruption, is left feeling somewhat bewildered. Her name is Elsa, if I’m not mistaken. They say she’s an excellent writer, some say she’s better than Moravia; I haven’t read her. What I do know is that together they make a difficult couple. And what a dinner! I completely lost my appetite, and that I can’t forgive.

Speaking of writers, I’m enjoying rereading passages from Quarup, the novel by Antônio Callado. It’s really, really excellent. It holds your attention from first page to last. I was going to say that ladies of a delicate disposition shouldn’t read it, since it is a very frank book—it doesn’t beat around the bush when it comes to certain facts. But I’ve decided otherwise: those of a delicate disposition should indeed read it, in order to become less delicate and grow stronger. Life is life, and nothing’s to be gained by running away: when people run away, life runs after them. Much better to face it head on. It improves a person.

June 3, 1972

FEAR OF THE UNKNOWN (EXCERPT)

So that was happiness. At first, she felt empty. Then her eyes filled with tears: this was happiness, but ah, how very mortal I am, how love for this world transcends me! Love for this mortal life was killing her softly, little by little. And what do you do when you’re happy? What do I make of happiness? What do I make of this strange, penetrating peace that is already beginning to hurt me like an anguish and like a great silence? To whom do I give this happiness that is already beginning to wound me a little and which frightens me? No, she did not want to be happy. Out of fear of entering unknown territory. She preferred the mediocrity of a life she knew. Then she tried to laugh to hide this fatal, terrifying choice. And she thought, with a falsely jocular air: “Being happy? God gives nuts to people who have no teeth.” But she didn’t find it funny. She was sad, thoughtful. She would return to her daily death.

ABOUT WRITING

Sometimes I get the impression that I write out of sheer curiosity. Because when I write I give myself the most unexpected surprises. And it’s when I write that I often become aware of things that, in my state of unawareness, I previously didn’t know that I knew.

June 10, 1972

ATOMIC ENERGY IN BRAZIL

Who would have said, when I was a child, that one day I would come face-to-face with one of my idols from Recife? And, what’s more, someone of whom Einstein said: “Only you are capable of following in my footsteps.”

I was seven years old, and Mário Schenbergfn5 was a grown man, already well known in Recife, my hometown. I don’t know when he spread his great wings and set off into the world—in his case, São Paulo. Now he is a physicist, mainly theoretical, although he has been involved with teams conducting experiments. In 1968, when I got in touch with him, he was writing a paper on electromagnetism and gravitation, as well as taking part in the Brazil-Japan collaboration on cosmic rays. He was teaching Higher, Celestial and Rational Mechanics at the Physics Department of the University of São Paulo’s Faculty of Philosophy, Sciences and the Arts, and, the previous year, he had taught a postgraduate course at the Brazilian Center for Research in Physics, in Rio de Janeiro.

Most of us never get to grips with such subjects and therefore languish in the dark. What I did grasp was the idea of something of extraordinary beauty. Like chamber music. When I studied mathematics and physics at high school, I realized that in both these branches of human knowledge, intuition plays a dominant role, although my teachers held that it was simply a matter of having a razor-sharp ability for reasoning. Clearly, reasoning is very important, but it’s equally clear that intuition has its role in physics and mathematics. And for me everything that involves intuition is a form of art; physics and mathematics are so highly poetic they are positively bathed in light. They are such a pure art that I would compare them to Bach. To my delight, I later learned that the mathematician Jean Dieudonné thought and said the same.

Mário Schenberg has a fine manly head that reminds one of the head of a Roman emperor. When he talks, he closes his eyes for long periods.

Research on atomic physics, nuclear physics and the physics of elementary particles has been ongoing in Brazil since 1934, when the University of São Paulo created its Faculty of Philosophy, Sciences and the Arts. At the same time, Professor Gleb Wataghin set up the faculty’s Department of Physics. After the last war, the use of nuclear energy began to be studied in São Paulo, Guanabara and, later, in Belo Horizonte, Recife and other parts of the country. The principal research center on the uses of nuclear energy is the Institute of Atomic Energy in São Paulo, which forms part of the National Commission on Nuclear Energy, set up by Professor Marcelo Damy de Sousa Dantas.

However, there is not enough atomic research in Brazil. The number of researchers and the facilities at their disposal are completely inadequate for the work that needs to be done. I asked Mário if the world would be at risk of chain reactions. He replied that there had been fears that a nuclear chain reaction could spread, entirely escaping man’s control, but it was an unfounded fear: humanity could be destroyed in an atomic war, but not through such a process. As for peace, atomic energy would, in a not-too-distant future, be the principal source of energy at humanity’s disposal: reserves of fossil fuels, especially oil and coal, will probably run out within a few decades, and we will be left with atomic energy and solar energy—in particular atomic—as our main sources of energy. In an underdeveloped country the use of atomic explosions in large-scale engineering and mining projects, and in the production of oil and gas etc., will be enormously important. As for artificial radioactive isotopes (substances artificially produced in nuclear reactors or installations), these will have many important uses in industry, agriculture, medicine and technological research in general. One only needs to cite one application of exceptional importance for Brazil as a major food producer: sterilizing foodstuffs by radiation allows them to be preserved for very long periods of time.

June 17, 1972

A SCULPTURE LESSON

The sculptor Mário Cravofn6 once wrote in the catalog for one of his exhibitions: “Three States of Iron, the title given to this show, arises from sixteen years of conversations with iron, an unusual and fragile material, at once savage and tender. The ‘states’ are the different types of surface treatment used on the sculptures.” And he explains the first state of iron as being found in sculptures that have been sanded or lightly polished, protected by a thin layer of clear, synthetic varnish in order to prevent rusting and loss of shine. The second state, according to Mário Cravo, is found in smaller-scale sculptures, and is a bright yellow color: this comes from applying brass that fuses with the surface of the red-hot iron. “In some cases I add copper to this coating technique, its presence is revealed by its pinkish tones.” And the third and final state: oxidized sculptures, which confront the sculptor with the material itself. “The predominant color is reddish-brown, characteristic of iron oxide. The rough surface comes from drops of electric solder.” And, Cravo adds, “Finally, the iron discovers its own dull stillness, a gift to the sculptor, who has taken many years to accept oxidation as a quality inherent in the work itself.”

Mário Cravo works in an enormous studio: the entire basement of a very large building. He considers that what makes a man an artist is first and foremost being in all senses a man. Second, having an above-average dose of sensitivity. Third, the capacity to control and use this internal force in a constructive manner. Fourth, like any man, wanting to transform the world and make his mark upon it.

His first teacher was Pedro Ferreira, an elderly sculptor from Bahia who carved statues of saints, and was the last of his line. Ferreira initiated him in the traditional techniques of woodcarving. Then, in Rio de Janeiro, Humberto Cozza passed on to him his expertise in clay modeling. His final teacher was a Yugoslav, Ivan Mestrovic, with whom he learned to work in stone and marble. But to learn, an individual must first have certain fundamental characteristics. For example, a man who has an aversion to using his hands will be less equipped to absorb technique. Other fundamental qualities are perseverance, persistence, concentration, etc. Sculpture has much to do with physical action, although the latter springs from a sensory and intellectual valve. Part of the “ego” is transmitted. The constructive “ego,” in the sense that it contributes to the existence of the man himself. Cravo firmly believes that the job of creating art is laden with ethical responsibilities, no matter what external form it takes. Art is made by men and for men. The rest is merely variations on themes of personal interests or ideological utility. In his opinion the greatest sculptors in the world today are Marino Marini and César. David Smith is also a great sculptor. In Brazil, in the past, Brother Agostinho da Piedade, Francisco Chagas (“the Goat”), and the great Aleijadinho, obviously. As for contemporaries: Bruno Giorgi and Franz Weissmann.

He considers himself a figurative sculptor even when he produces things that are not figurative. His purest, most stripped-down forms are connected to the organic world: they are nuclei, germinating shapes, ovules or ovulation, growth, etc., all of them essentially figurative terms, although not presented in human or animal form. His great preoccupation is, in principle, synthesizing, structurally and economically, the Bahian universe. The transition from human form to actual form: before every birth comes a gestation. It doesn’t mean that he precludes a return to the human form. He doesn’t accept this duality, in the same way that he refuses to restrict the problem of the art of humanity to the narrow band of figurative or nonfigurative. The human face interests him as a subject for sculpture when he’s working on that part of the human body. A big toe can be more expressive if made by a great artist than the prettiest face of a young lady created by a bored woman of means who has devoted herself to sculpture.

Mário Cravo lives exclusively by his art: he sells pretty well for a Brazilian sculptor who was born, lives and works in Salvador da Bahia. If he wanted to live in any part of the world known to him, he would already be there: he is a man fully integrated with his surroundings. And as a young man growing up in Bahia, he discovered the ideal terrain for his work: otherwise he would be in Rio, São Paulo, San Francisco, etc., for he certainly hasn’t lacked opportunities.

So he does work with models? Of course. His models are the plants that grow in the soil beside his house, the birds, nature, gods, men and their habits, their myths and everything else.

July 1, 1972

BROWNEA GRANDICEPS: THE MOUNTAIN ROSE

God and Roberto Burle Marx make landscapes.fn7 Without one harming the other: the great artist’s creations in no way damage nature. His vegetation recalls a submerged, undulating landscape that at times draws you in like the tentacles of some submarine creature. Sometimes his landscape seems simply to have risen up from the earth like its fruit. The landscapes he creates are both extremely delicate and very real, in that they also encompass the violence and singularity inherent in natural vegetation.

His intention has never been to imitate nature. What he seeks to do is arrange nature’s elements according to its internal needs. For Burle Marx, making gardens is a matter of organizing and arranging, based on aesthetic laws and laws of composition, where volumes, textures, and colors harmonize or are used in contrast, to clash with each other, letting some plants take center stage while others whisper in the background.

I once asked Roberto for some names of plants, which I noted down: some I find particularly fascinating. He talked about Esterhasia, which is splendid, about Hymananea courbaril and Brownea grandiceps, which are mountain roses, Elizabeth princeps, which, with its elegant foliage, can reach a hundred feet in height; Marime grande. And Clusia, a large flower.

He almost always starts by making a drawing of the type of landscape that comes to him by inspiration. In many cases the projects are linked to architecture: the landscape must always be a work of art, whether intended for an individual or a community. The artistic qualities must be the same, though Roberto takes more pleasure in designing a garden for a city with a large number of inhabitants.

There is something mathematical in the creation of his world: mathematics is always linked to problems of order and arrangement. There is an imponderable side to garden design, though, just as there is in nature itself. Like the latter, he works with perishable elements that live, grow and also die, as is inevitable. The idea of creating with living elements came from his love of plants: each one reveals itself to him differently, in its color, in the rhythm of its flowering season. And the plants, in turn, respond differently to the effects of sunlight, which can enhance them or cause them to fade. For example: in Brasília the light is different from the light in Rio. And up there, because of the altitude and because there aren’t yet enough factories to form haze and smog, the shape of plants stands out more clearly.

This great love of plants dates back to his childhood: he remembers his mother pruning roses. But Brazilian flora was revealed to him on his numerous visits to the Botanical Garden at Dahlem, in Berlin, and that made him want to make use of it. Later, when he lived in Rua Ribeiro da Costa (named, by the way, after Lúcio Costa’s uncle), he began to carry out a series of experiments with plants, planting white caladiums alongside purple- and brown-leaved coleus. Lúcio Costa saw this, and promptly invited him to design the garden of a modern house, and this first commission led him into garden design.

Like other artists, his challenge is to avoid falling into the easy habit of following a formula. The tendency in life is to imitate or accept established wisdom, and it is very difficult to seek out the narrow gate. Burle Marx tries to compare his work with the best there is, not only in gardening, but also in literature and music.

When it comes to animals, we can understand and sense what they feel because we, too, are animals. But what is it within us that makes us love and understand vegetation and landscape? It’s the cycle of life whereby the plant transforms itself into fruit, which in turn contain seeds and all the necessary elements to become root, trunk and leaves.

Burle Marx always discusses things with his assistants: the desire to be useful to communities, to get them to understand his plans, is essential to him. He hopes that his experiments may prove useful to those who come after him.

If at times he doesn’t manage to express in his work exactly what he wishes, his desire is always to achieve it in his next project. Painting is intimately linked to his artistic vocation. Indeed, he started out by painting, making jewelry, tapestries, painted panels, murals. He’s also fascinated by music, theater and literature. But one lifetime is not enough to do everything we would like. There must always be a large dose of resignation.

July 8, 1972

THE PRESENT

… is it love to give one another one’s own solitude as a present? For it is the utmost thing we can give of ourselves.

EATING

The food was awful, but so much the better: it will refresh me for a good meal in the future even if I don’t know when that will be.

Blanquette de Veau: We went to the restaurant solely and exclusively to eat. Conversation was entirely optional. When the maître d’ said “I recommend the Blanquette de Veau,” my body, which sometimes has the intuition of a sage, my wise body told me No. I resorted to the argument that “white sauce doesn’t agree with me.” My friend, a dedicated and delicate devourer of all that is good, explained to me that white sauce has its secrets, etc. We therefore gravely resolved to risk it by halves: we ordered the Blanquette and a Tournedos in red-wine sauce to share between us.

I hesitated somewhat in accepting what my first few mouthfuls told me, fearful that my taste buds were mistaken. I said tentatively: “Don’t you think there’s a slightly scorched taste? I wouldn’t say burned exactly, but scorched. I haven’t figured out what it is, because I was so ravenous I just shoveled it all into my mouth together.” My friend said to me calmly: “The rice must have stuck to the bottom of the pan.”

First the Blanquette. Certain overly elaborate dishes are on the very threshold of nauseating. Too much sophistication produces the wrong kind of excitement, and suddenly you’re over that threshold. Fine food has something crude about it, too.

As for the Tournedos: another mistake. For goodness’ sake, meat needs to have some bite to it! The filet that cuts like butter told me straightaway that they really didn’t understand me.

So, while everything is relative, this was all very disappointing in terms of food. And nothing could take away the taste of failure that had already set in. I will never, never again eat anything, I told myself angrily, for I am sufficiently immature to find it hard to bear a frustrated pleasure. “I’m done with this business of eating well, it just doesn’t work,” I said bitterly to my friend. “You’ll be back,” she said calmly, being the daughter of a wise and practical woman. Her mother is so practical that whenever a family illness occurs, she immediately does two things: administers the appropriate medicine, and then takes to her room to pray. And everything works out fine.

But that’s another story. To finish with this one, the desire to eat did indeed return. But Blanquette de Veau—never again. I’m not kidding.

MAN KNEELING

It’s good. Especially because the woman knows she is being good to him: it’s after momentous journeys and momentous battles that he finally understands that he needs to kneel before his wife. And then it’s good because the man’s head is close to the woman’s knees and close to her hands folded in her lap, which is the warmest part of her body. And she can make her finest gesture: in those hands, at once trembling and firm, she raises up that weary head, a fruit that is both his and hers.

GIVING YOURSELF AT LAST

The pleasure lies in loosening your grasp and letting slip unsparingly through your fingers the empty-fullness you were so fiercely clasping. And suddenly the shock: ah, I opened my hands and my heart, and I haven’t lost anything! And the fear: wake up, there’s a danger that the heart could be free!

Until you realize that in this expansiveness lies the very dangerous pleasure of being. However, a strange certainty follows: you will always have what you need to spend. So don’t be sparing with that empty-fullness: spend it.

July 15, 1972

A NAME TO REMEMBER: LARA

It was like this. I received an invitation from the Group B Gallery (19 Rua das Palmeiras, Botafogo) for an exhibition by Lara, someone I’d never heard of. But on opening the envelope I had a very happy shock-cum-surprise: it contained a reproduction of a drawing that immediately fascinated and intrigued me.

I won’t try to describe Lara’s art. I want only to mention his voluptuous energy, the vital sensuality of his clean structures, his curves that are organically linked to other curved shapes. Lara’s graphics vaguely recall Didier Moreau’s work, except that our own Brazilian draftsman is more powerful and takes fewer of what I would call arbitrary liberties. (Lara doesn’t know Moreau’s work, and indeed has never heard of him.) Moreau draws highly erotic human figures. But with Lara, the eroticism—inherent in all that is living, the air, the sea, plants, us—the eroticism is created by the boldness of his lines, dispensing with nudity or suggestive movements. There is a vigor reminiscent of a sturdy tree trunk, of roots penetrating the living earth, a psychic energy. And all this in the realm of fantasy. Fantasy, which is one of our true secrets, the truth of dreams. And it so happens that this is exactly the art my soul is yearning for.

His shapes seem to be in a state of perpetual transformation—as if always ready to shape-shift into new compositions. (Note: I am writing particularly badly at the moment—I hope I’ll get through this impasse—I’m simply not finding the right words to talk about the work of that brave man Lara, an autodidact.) His lines are elegantly refined and yet the whole has the naked crudity of untrammeled dreams and intense realities. His drawing seems to know no boundaries. And in a way it liberates us, this full-to-the-brim art that overflows. His work is entirely intuitive. And I’m sure that none of it is planned: the shapes themselves inspire the shapes that follow.

Printed on the invitation is a poem-introduction by Nelson Xavier,fn8 which says much more than I could say, and which I give here because it contains such a beautiful truth:


Creating is an act of survival

of identity

I have nothing

beyond this language

that image

sole witness of myself

measure of humanity

the certificate I ask of myself

if I enter

the darkness

our third-world or fourth-world today

with no identification

so

like a mystery

I decipher myself and open

references in space

in a code remade with

each line a step

in pursuit of identity

and sorrow blindly follows

knowing what I do not know about myself, but which I am

in this pursuit I survive

what other magic casts mirror or scales

to keep me alive?

creating the enigma saves me

from the condemnation of the sphinx

ah I am lean like a brothel bathed in red

and the policeman shouts cogito ergo sum

and all I have is this language in which to cry out my horror

ah I have nothing to proclaim

only that the truth is dead

I wander among ruins

but the grasses have already seeded

giving birth to horror giving birth

giving birth to love ah

if only the fear of madness were banished

like a banished spell

banished

all the doors flung open wide like legs in childbirth

and each

of its flowers hoarse dreams and poisons filled

by laughing rivers

by twisting roads

letting slip their worlds

in a carnival of truth

madness would give a whole new forgotten and flourishing world

where monsters and entrails are the honey of warm beans

and life is a freshly baked loaf of bread

to be eaten



July 29, 1972

DEVILISH IMAGININGS

Through the high cosmos the calmest of musical waves. The madness of tranquility. Landscape? Just air, green stalks, the expanse of sea, the silence of Sunday mornings. A slender man with only one foot has a large transparent eye in the middle of his forehead. A female creature crawls closer, and says in a voice that comes from another time, a voice that is grave, awkward, euphoric: “Do you want some tea?” It is habit, the habit of a former life. She takes a thin golden blade—possibly of wheat—puts it between her toothless gums and crawls away with her eyes wide open. Eyes motionless as her nose. She has no neck. She needs to turn her whole boneless head to stare at an object. Object? What object? There are no objects. The slender man has fallen asleep on his one foot, his eye has fallen asleep without closing: sleeping is a matter of wanting or not wanting to see. When he doesn’t see, he sleeps. Plains and rainbows are reflected in his silent eye. It’s an insect eye or wing. Hovering above a certain void is pure wonder. The musical waves begin again. Someone is examining their nails. A sound comes from far away: psst, psst!… But the man-with-one-foot could never imagine that the sound was intended for him. A sideways sound begins that crosses the musical waves without a tremor, and repeats and repeats until it has carved a hole in the rock with drops of water. It is a very high sound, with no flourishes. A happy lament? It is the highest and happiest note a vibration could make. No man on Earth could hear it without going mad and starting to smile. But the man-with-one-foot sleeps upright. And the crawling toothless female being is stretched out on the beach thinking of nothing. A new character crosses the desert and disappears limping. Psst! Psst! But no one replies. Who is calling? And who is calling who?

WRITING FOR NEWSPAPERS AND WRITING A BOOK

Hemingway and Camus were both good journalists, without this in any way prejudicing their literature. In my own modest way, this is what I would aspire to as well, if I had the courage.

But I’m afraid: writing a lot and often can corrupt the word. Making or selling shoes would be safer: the word would remain intact. It’s just a pity that I don’t know how to make shoes.

Another problem: in a newspaper you can never forget the reader, whereas in a book you can speak with greater freedom, without any direct commitment to anyone. Indeed, without any commitment at all.

A journalist from Belo Horizonte told me he had made a curious discovery: certain people find my books difficult and yet find me perfectly easy to understand in the newspaper, even when I publish more complicated texts. There is a text of mine about the state of grace which, given its subject, is far from easy to communicate, and yet to my surprise, it has found its way into a missal. Goodness!

I told the journalist that whether or not a reader can understand a text depends greatly on how they approach it, on their predisposition, and their freedom from preconceived ideas. And the reader of a newspaper, accustomed to reading the newspaper without any difficulty, is predisposed to understand everything. Simply because “newspapers are there to be understood.” There is no doubt, however, that I value much more what I write in books than what I write for newspapers—without, of course, ceasing to take great pleasure in writing for my newspaper readers, and without ceasing to love them either.

August 12, 1972

ENOUGH OF “FRYING MY BRAIN”

“Everyone knows that throwing salt on the fire or hiding a broom behind the door results in the immediate departure of tiresome guests.”

“Everyone knows that a red ribbon tied to the patient’s body stops the progress of erysipelas.”

“In the same way, a red cloth hung in the bedroom brings out the measles rash.”

“Nothing beats hiccups like drinking nine sips of water without taking a breath. Or rolling up your sleeve. For hiccups in a small child, there’s nothing quite like putting a small piece of wet cotton on their forehead.”

“Chayote buried in the early morning makes warts fall off.”

“For anyone who spills sugar on the table, just put a tiny pinch on your chest and money’s sure to follow.”

“And spilled salt is bad news, unless you throw a pinch over your left shoulder.”

“Knock on wood to avoid bad luck—everyone knows that.”

“For duck to be tasty, it must be plucked in complete silence. And to make chicken nice and tender, the recipe calls for three chickpeas or a nail in the pot.”

“Meanwhile, eating seahorses relieves asthma.”

“If you suffer from sweaty palms, just hold a frog for a few minutes and you’ll be cured.”

“As everyone knows, crossed knives is a sign of a quarrel, and for the same reason don’t pass the salt at the table.”

“Break a mirror, throw it in the sea.”

“Never put hats on beds or shoes on chairs.”

“Always better to put your right shoe on before the left.”

“A single hair should always be hidden in the embroidery of a wedding dress.”

“Always leave by the door you entered.”

“Anyone who sweeps their house at night and throws out the sweepings is throwing out good fortune along with the trash.”

“When you accidentally catch the hem of your dress, if you chew it hard you’ll get a new one.”

“Yellow is the color of leap years.”

“To make sure little children stay healthy, hang a little bag of lizard tails around their necks.”

“A stolen St. Anthony will carry any disheartened spinster straight to the altar.”

“An itchy right palm means money is coming.”

“You must pay a penny when given a handkerchief or a knife.”

“Three pinches of salt in a glass of cold water is a good defense against the evil eye.”

“Some looks can shrivel a pepper plant.”

“When you lose something, tie a piece of string or ribbon to the arm of a chair, the leg of a table, a jug, a lamp, or anywhere, so that the devil is kept well tied down until the missing item reappears.”

“Making chalk crosses on the soles of shoes stops them squeaking.”

“A cork in the skillet guarantees golden frying.”

“Never open an umbrella inside the house.”

“A black bird flying in through the window means sorrow’s on its way.”

“It’s good to place a pot of mother-in-law’s tongue to the right of your front door.”

Well, at this point, and especially after putting all these precepts into practice, my brain is well and truly fried.

September 23, 1972

THE MORTAL WOUND

You drag your broken wing behind as you fly over the grubby rooftops. Above the church the waves of sound from the bell drive you, panting, as far as the beach. You can no longer bear a consoling embrace, because love presses down on your painful wing. You leave screaming through the air in horror, blood trickling from the roof. Fly, fly to the terror of solitude, perch on a rock, lay down the wounded being nestled in your body: your more innocent wing was wounded. But the city fascinates you. Pale and lugubrious, you insist on carrying the thing that has become most precious to you: your pain. You hover over the rooftops like a black vulture. Your wing weighs palely as the night descends in pale terror. You persist and fly over the dark, fortified city—chapel, bridge, cemetery, closed shop, dead park, sleeping forest, a sheet of newspaper floating in a forgotten street. Such silence in the square tower. You peer down at the impregnable fortress. No, do not go there, do not pretend the pain has gone—there is no point in denying a broken wing. Defeated archangel, you have nowhere to land. Flee, fear, flee, there’s still time—slowly, painfully unfurl your injured wing. Flee, give the wound its true measure and plunge your wing into the sea.

THE WHITE ROSE

Tall flower, trying to be all surface. Cathedral of glass, surface upon surface, unattainable. Through your stem two voices at intervals of a third, a fifth and a ninth join together in chorus—wise children open their morning mouths and intone pure spirit, the light surface of spirit, the untouchable surface of a rose.

I reach out my left hand which is weaker and more delicate, a dark hand which I quickly withdraw with an embarrassed smile: I cannot touch you. My rough thoughts wish they could sing your understanding of ice and glory.

I try to free myself from memory, to see you as the dawn sees you, as a chair sees you, as another flower sees you. (Don’t be afraid, I don’t want to possess you.)

I draw myself up, I draw myself up toward your surface which is already perfume. I draw myself up until I reach my own surface, my own appearance—startled and slender, I turn pale as I almost reach your divine surface … Only to topple absurdly over.

I do not bow my growling head: I want at least to suffer your victory with the angelic suffering of your harmony, your happiness. But my coarse heart aches as if it were in love with some man. And from such large hands the words emerge shamefaced.

September 30, 1972

IN CELEBRATION OF BROKEN THERMOMETERS

For me, it has always been and always will be a cause for celebration when a thermometer gets broken at home and the fat, dense drop of silvery mercury escapes, running across the floor and then stopping, intact. I carefully try to catch her, with the aid of the piece of paper I slide surreptitiously beneath her. Or him—the mercury. And who cannot be caught: for just when I think I’ve caught him, he explodes silently in my fingers like silent fireworks: just as they say happens after death—the living spirit scatters in unbounded energy through the air, through the cosmos. It’s utterly impossible to capture a single sensitive droplet. It simply won’t let me and keeps its integrity, even when divided into countless little individual globules: for every globule is a being unto itself, whole, apart. And yet I have only to nimbly catch one such globule for it to be swiftly drawn toward its nearest neighbor to form a plumper, rounder whole. I’m dreaming—today I broke a thermometer as I did when I was a child; dreaming of thousands of broken thermometers and masses of dense, cold, lunar mercury spilling everywhere. And me playing, grave-faced and focused, playing with the living matter of an enormous quantity of silvery metal. I imagine myself plunging, as if into a bath, into this vast river of mercury that I imagine emerging from the thermometers: as I plunge in, thousands of balls of mercury break free, independent, dense, impassive. Mercury is a free substance. Free of what? I can’t explain, I refuse to explain, I refuse to talk about it: it’s free and that’s that. It seems to possess a cerebral coldness that governs its reactions. It’s as if, in my relation to mercury, I loved it, but it felt absolutely nothing for me, not even the normal submissiveness of an object. Mercury is an object with a life of its own. Handling it is an experience unlike any other. It yields to no one. And no one can grasp it. The spirit, through the medium of the body, doesn’t allow itself to be contaminated by life, and that small, sparkling nucleus is the last refuge of the human being. Wild animals possess that same radiant nucleus, which means that they can keep themselves whole, vital, untamable.

I see that I’ve switched from mercury to the mystery of wild animals. That’s because mercury—a lunar material—makes me ponder, carrying me from one truth to another to the nucleus of purity and integrity that lies within each of us. Who has never played with a broken thermometer?

FROM VILA ISABEL TO BRAZIL

I was telephoned by someone asking, to all intents and purposes, that from my corner in Caderno B, I announce to the world, the vast world—and my name is not even Raimundo—that I announce a new institution that is only just coming into existence: the National Poetry Club.fn9

I don’t believe in clubbified poetry. I think that, like all creative work, poetry is unclubbable. It’s merely a solitary communion with an unknown reader which sometimes reveals itself and, for an instant, warms a heart worn down by the effort of living.

But I do believe, in ways that aren’t clear or developed, in the young man who phoned me and who is sixteen years old and living in Vila Isabel.fn10 Coming straight to the point, he asked me to announce in my column this very important event. Important to him, at least. And through him I am seeking within myself a little tenderness for the person in Vila Isabel who believes in a kind of national poetry union.

So I hereby announce this act of sudden self-confidence by a shy young man: the poetry club has been officially founded. It’s already a national club, and the only reason it isn’t global is simply because poetry itself finds such audacity alarming. Poetry is hereby inaugurated as perhaps a last-gasp response to our mechanization of this so-called “consumer society.” I am a poet, this is all I have left, this is what my struggle has produced—the young man seemed to be saying. And not content with setting up this club for himself at the ripe old age of sixteen, he is involving the whole of Brazil in his cry of good faith and naivete. (One day, I accused myself, in the presence of Carlos Drummond de Andrade, of having been too naive, and he consoled me by saying that naivete was not a defect. Hear that, young man? So don’t be offended.) There is something healthy and charming about the young man. I’m ashamed of never having believed in the efficacy of a poetry club. And regretting my initial reluctance, I will sign the manifesto with a smile on my face. Let us establish a national poetry movement as the sole solution to our ills. With poetry made official by the young man from Vila Isabel, let us institute love as the cure for the loneliness of anyone who dares to stand out from the dense human-mass-turned-robot. Thanks to the young man’s decree, we are free. Good. I accept my new freedom.

October 7, 1972

BRASÍLIA YESTERDAY AND TODAY

I had a conversation with an architect couple, Paulo and Gisela Magalhães, who lived and worked in Brasília. I asked both of them to talk about the work they had carried out in the capital, and about Brasília in general, a city I haven’t visited for years.

“If there is a place in the world today where the architect has an important, urgent role to play, it’s Brasília: more than half the city is under construction,” said Paulo Magalhães.

“When I was there years ago, it seemed to me like a city bereft of people,” I commented.

“Now, though, there’s a reasonably heterogeneous community, not only because there are more inhabitants, but because the population is made up of Brazilians from various regions around the country, especially from the Northeast.”

“My first impression, which is pretty dated,” I said, “and which I formed back in the early days of Brasília, was of a town straight out of a cowboy movie, with saloons and shootouts.”

“That really did exist at the beginning of Brasília, before its formal inauguration.”

“What did you build, Gisela?”

“A reception and triage center for abandoned and disadvantaged children.”

“Can I ask both of you what you think are the dreams and aspirations of the city’s inhabitants? In other words, what do they want?”

“Most of the population of Brasília are fighters, trying within their own sphere to decide what needs to be changed and to get ahead,” said Gisela.

“The city is already beginning to have an urban mentality like in Rio de Janeiro,” said Paulo.

“And the satellite towns?”

“Those are towns formed mainly of immigrant workers from various parts of Brazil.”

“I myself worked in a satellite town,” says Gisela. “The satellite towns are real challenges because the only work of any significance is construction work. The Education Secretariat is based in Brasília and is responsible for developing and trying out the most up-to-date educational methods, i.e., comprehensive, broad-based education. But there are two sets of standards: the satellite towns lack resources.”

“Paulo, did Brasília have a particular impact on you as regards your work?”

“After I started working there, particularly while we were developing the plans for the satellite town of Planaltina, I had a clearer, more objective idea of the function of the architect in contemporary society, especially in a developing country such as ours.”

“And as human beings, did you feel the influence of the city on your personal lives?”

“The truth is,” says Gisela, “that we are always changing. That landscape, that 360-degree horizon, in some way transforms us: you are alone but at the same time you feel less alone because you see more—in other words, you learn to look.”

“The space in Brasília gave me great personal scope,” says Paulo.

“What’s missing is the sea …” says Gisela.

“For me,” says Paulo, “it gave me a calmer, more productive lifestyle. In fact I don’t really think about myself now. I think more deeply, I’ve matured.”

The Magalhães couple have five children.

“I was wondering how children react to Brasília?”

“Our children, for example, love the city,” says Gisela. “And they’ve had a very good life there with us.”

Paulo then adds:

“Children in Brasília have more contact with their parents. The layout of the city transforms it into an enormous playground. The city was so well planned, its open spaces so well thought out, that the fear of this ‘artificial thing’ turned into peace.”

October 14, 1972

ASHAMED TO BE ALIVE

There are some people who are ashamed to be alive: they are the shy ones, among whom I include myself. Sorry, for example, to be taking up space. Sorry for being me. “I want to be alone!” screams the soul of a shy person who feels free only in solitude. Conversely, though, he or she longs for the warm comfort of other people. “Go, Carlos, go and be gauche in life.” (I don’t know if I’m quoting Drummond correctly; I’m writing from memory.)fn11

And as for asking for a raise? Sheer torture. How do you begin? Do you present yourself with the feigned assurance of someone who knows how much they’re worth in money, or come across as you are, awkward and overly humble?

So what do you do? But there is also the great boldness of the shy. When, suddenly full of audacity, you ask for that raise in a demanding tone that comes across as really assertive. Immediately afterward, of course, you feel afraid, uncomfortable, wretched, undeserving of the raise.

I’ve always been a very bold shy person. I remember when, many years ago, I spent a vacation on a large country estate. I took the train to a tiny deserted station. From there one telephoned the estate that was half an hour away, along a treacherously narrow, bumpy, earthen track, with a perilous drop to one side. I phoned the house and they asked whether I wanted a car or a horse. A horse, I immediately said. I’ve never ridden in my life.

It was all very dramatic. A furious rainstorm broke, and day abruptly turned to night. Mounted on my fine horse, I couldn’t see a thing in front of me. But the intermittent bolts of lightning revealed great chasms. The horse was sliding around on its wet hooves. And I, soaked to the skin, was petrified: I knew my life was in danger. When I finally arrived at the house, I didn’t even have the strength to dismount and practically fell into the arms of the estate owner.

I suffered horrendously at that country estate, which took in guests and which, with all its animals, was a wonderful place. It was only after three days or so that I began to talk with the other guests and to relax at mealtimes, because although I was very hungry, I felt embarrassed about eating in front of strangers.

There was a Japanese man there who asked me if I played chess. I replied boldly that he should teach me, that I would learn quickly and then I could play with him. And suddenly I found myself having to confront a whole host of rules, terrified I might not pick them up. But soon enough I’d learned superficially how to play. Then I checkmated him, a sheer fluke, I think, and he no longer wanted to play against me. I was unhappy, thinking that the man would not forgive me and didn’t like me. I became very shy with him. So when it came time to say goodbye, it was with great surprise that I heard him say, with that very oriental politeness that only praises obliquely—indeed, my shy self would have found any other sort unbearable. He said: “I thank your parents for making you.”

When I was twelve going on thirteen, we moved from Recife to Rio, on board an English ship. I didn’t yet know any English. But I would boldly choose the most complicated names on the menu. And found myself having to eat, for example, a plate of haricot beans boiled in salty water. A punishment for my shy person’s overconfidence.

And when I was a small child in Recife, my awkwardness never stopped me going down from our third-floor apartment to ask the barefoot street kids: “Do you want to play with me?” Sometimes they ignored me because I was a girl.

When I was seven, I would send story after story to the children’s section that came out every Thursday in one of the newspapers. They were never accepted. And yet I stubbornly continued writing.

At nine years old, I wrote a play in three acts, which took up four pages of an exercise book. And because I wrote about love in the play, I hid it behind a bookcase. Later on, fearing that someone would find it and reveal me as the author, I tore it up, alas. I say “alas” because I feel curious now to know what I thought about love at the precocious age of nine.

October 21, 1972

SLOTH

They asked the sloth:

“Would you like some porridge, sloth?”

It replied very slowly:

“Yeeesss, I woooouuld.”

“Well, come and get it.”

“Oh, I don’t want it thaaaat muuuch.”

Rainy days make us all slothful. I can scarcely write. I’ve come to Friburgo for the weekend.fn12 It was raining and on the way here I saw some sloths. It was too much for me and made me terribly sleepy. The sloths, despite being drenched by the rain, didn’t move an inch, idleness incarnate. They gave off a healthy animal smell. They’re the color of stone, almost the color of nothing.

Friburgo is something else. And the place we’re staying has everything: horses, hens, jaboticaba trees and banana trees, daisies, lemons, roses. There’s an oven where they used to make bread. It’s a real farm. And the town has a refined air about it. I went to the bus station where I bought the Jornal do Brasil and read Drummond’s column. I ate homemade steak au poivre. Except that instead of steak it was leg of pork. And on a Saturday too, which is my day. Last night I had such a realistic dream I got up, got dressed and put on some makeup. When I realized it was a dream, I went back to bed, eating something first because I was ravenously hungry. But, being the woman I am, it was a man I dreamt about. I dreamt we had arranged to meet, and I didn’t want to be late. I realize that I’m in danger of telling you my dream, but I can’t. It’s too private.

I’ve already seen some cows and a chicken. For breakfast I had bacon and eggs. Friburgo fascinates me. It has pink and blue houses. Nature is so peaceful when it rains! It reminds me of the sloths who are still in the exact same place, unmoving, drenched, simply because they can’t be bothered to move. Same here. Today is my day of sloth. But I’m not going to sleep: I want to make the most of the farm and the animals. Time has stopped here. I wish the big oven still worked and they were making bread. I saw a coffee tree and so I drank some coffee. The world is crazy: I saw this in the Jornal do Brasil. And I missed the Feira da Providênciafn13 because of Friburgo. I forgot to say the house has a dog: a greyhound crossed with a mongrel, very gentle and cheerful. I’m going to take a break and have another coffee. I’ll be right back.

I’m back. My transistor radio is tuned to Mozart, which is also very cheerful. I saw a white horse completely naked. It’s stopped raining. Time to work. But I have nothing to say. Dear God, what can I say? I could tell you that I picked a daisy and pinned it on my black leather jacket: oh, I looked beautiful! I want to see the sloths again and smell their warm odor. It’s October, a neutral month. September is a happy month, like May. The horse only comes home to sleep and so do I: I’ve decided that after lunch I will sleep. Sleeping is good—that’s what the sloths say. At midday I’ll have lunch and read Portnoy’s Complaint, a courageous book. And halfway through I’ll fall asleep.

When I wake up, I’ll go back into town. I’d like to visit the Arts Faculty. But it seems that’s not going to be possible. I’m attached to the faculty and to Marly,fn14 a great poet and one of the most cultured women I know. I want to go into town, but I’m sleepy. I need some Coca-Cola to wake me up. It was João Henrique who taught me that Coca-Cola with coffee wakes you up. He says truck drivers drink it: João Henrique taught me many things. I’m grateful to him. Now I remember that Míriam Blochfn15 told me the same thing.

I went into town. There was a big crowd of people. I asked what was going on. They told me they were searching for a murderer who had stabbed six women and fled up into the hills. I got scared. I don’t want to die. Dying is horrible.

I went to the Arts Faculty, although I don’t know why. I didn’t want to visit the library. I’m not a scholar. The nun who attended to me didn’t know a thing. There was an art history class going on. I didn’t want to go in: I’m done with art, even if I am an artist. I’m ashamed of being a writer—it’s just not me. It’s too intellectual, rather than intuitive.

Nightfall in Friburgo is beautiful. I can hear drumming coming from a little tavern that sells cachaça and keeps the men happy. Here everything is happy, apart from that knife attack. I wonder if the police have already arrested that knifer of women? I hope so.

Nature is so lazy. The horses continue eating. Now they are whinnying. I can also hear the crickets. I can hear someone playing a recorder; I don’t know if it’s Bach or Vivaldi. It’s four o’clock in the morning and very silent. Only now can I hear the frogs croaking. I’ve had some coffee. I’m smoking a cigarette. This house has no paintings. There were paintings in Cabo Frio, by people like Scliar, João Henrique, José de Dome. Scliar likes ocher, João Henrique likes green, José de Dome likes yellow. But here there’s a very pretty soup tureen. I miss my typewriter. I have two: an Olivetti and an Olympia. I prefer the Olivetti, which is more robust and heavier to the touch. Everyone is sleeping. Except me. There’s a lucky horseshoe hanging over there. The hungry birds are chirping. It’s almost unbelievably good to be here. I have one of Simenon’s books—I’m crazy about him: it’s best to read him in French, but the one I have here is in Portuguese. I’ll quote a passage: “A wide beam of light crossed the room, illuminating a fine dust, as if suddenly discovering the air’s intimate secrets.” Good, no?

November 4, 1972

THE SILENCE OF DOORWAYS

In Gastão Manoel Henrique’s paintings, there’s the surprise of seeing that, right from the start, he has no fear of symmetry. It takes experience or courage to reclaim its value, when one can so easily imitate the “false asymmetric,” one of the most commonplace of inventions. Gastão Manoel Henrique’s symmetry is concentrated and accomplished. But not dogmatic. It is also hesitant, like that of artists who entertain the hope that two asymmetries will meet together in symmetry, providing a third solution: synthesis. From which perhaps comes his uncluttered air, the fragility of things lived and then relived, rather than the boldness of those who do not know. It’s not exactly tranquility that one finds there.

It’s the harsh struggle of something that, despite being gnawed away at, still survives, and in even the very densest colors there is the pallor of what manages to remain upright however gnarled and twisted. His crosses are distorted by centuries of mortification. Are they altars? Perhaps at least the silence of an altar. The silence of doorways. The verdigris takes on the tone of something hovering between life and death: the intensity of twilight.

There is a tarnished bronze in the subdued colors and steel too; all amplified by a silence of things found on the road. You sense there’s a long dusty road before reaching the resting place of the painting, for in some ways it is ultimately a resting place, and a welcoming one. Even though Gastão Manoel Henrique’s doorways do not open. Or is the church doorway itself the church, and when you reach it you have already arrived?

The struggle not to go through the doorway is also there in Gastão Manoel Henrique. And in none of his paintings is “church” clearly stated. They are the walls of an absent Christ, but the walls are there, and everything can be touched: the hands also see. Gastão Manoel Henrique creates his material before painting it, and wood becomes as indispensable to his painting as it would be for a sculptor. And the material he creates is religious: it has the weight of monastery beams. It is compact, closed like a closed door. But there are scuffed areas on the door, almost as if scratched by fingernails. And it’s through these gaps that we see what lies inside a synthesis. Coagulated color, violence and martyrdom are the beams that sustain the silence of a religious symmetry.

VERA MINDLIN’S MIRRORS

What is a mirror? The word “mirror” does not exist, only “mirrors,” since one on its own is an infinity of mirrors. Somewhere in the world is there a mine of mirrors? You wouldn’t need many to have a sparkling, somnambulist mine; two would be enough, and one would reflect the reflection that the other reflected, a trembling image transmitting an intense, insistent message ad infinitum, a liquid into which you plunge your fascinated hand and remove it, dripping with reflections, from that hard water. What is a mirror? Like a clairvoyant’s crystal ball, it draws me toward the void which, for the fortune-teller, is her field of meditation, and for me, the field of silences and silences.

This crystallized void holds within it a space through which one can advance without ever stopping: the mirror is the deepest space that exists. And it is a magical thing: you could take just a broken sliver to meditate upon in the desert. And from there you would also return empty, illuminated and translucent, and sharing the same vibrant silence as a mirror. Its shape is of no importance: no shape can circumscribe or alter it, there is no such thing as a square or circular mirror: a tiny sliver is always the whole mirror: remove it from its frame and it grows in the same way as spilled water. What is a mirror? It is the only invented material that is perfectly natural.

Whoever looks at a mirror while, at the same time, managing to disconnect from themselves, whoever succeeds in seeing it without seeing themselves, whoever understands that its profundity lies in its emptiness, whoever walks into its transparent space without leaving a trace of their own image—will have perceived its mystery. To do this, you have to take it by surprise when it’s alone, hung in an empty room, not forgetting that the slenderest needle placed in front of the mirror could transform the mirror into a mere image of a needle.

Vera Mindlinfn16 must have had to use her own delicacy so as not to impose her own image, for the mirror in which I see myself is me, whereas the empty mirror is the living mirror. Only a very delicate person can enter an empty room where there is an empty mirror and, with such lightness, with such absence of self, that their image does not appear. As a reward, that delicate person will have thereby penetrated one of the inviolable secrets of things: having seen the mirror itself.

And she has discovered the vast frozen spaces that the mirror holds within it, interrupted only by another tall block of ice. At another very rare moment—since you need to be watching day and night, in total self-abstinence, to capture such a moment—at this moment she has managed to catch unawares the succession of darknesses that exist within. Then, using only black and white, Vera has recaptured its quivering, rainbowed luminosity. With the same black and white she has also recaptured, with a shudder, one of its most difficult truths: its frozen, colorless silence. You need to understand a mirror’s violent absence of color in order to be able to recreate it, in the same way that you might recreate the violent absence of taste in water.

November 11, 1972

TWO BOYS

“But now we’re going to play at something else. I want to find out if you’re intelligent. Is this painting concrete or abstract?”

“Abstract.”

“Well you’re an idiot. It’s concrete: I painted it, and in it I painted my feelings, and my feelings are concrete.”

“Yes, but you’re not all concrete.”

“Yes, I am!”

“No, you’re not! You aren’t all concrete because your fear isn’t concrete. You are not completely concrete, only a little bit.”

“I’m a genius and I think that everything is concrete.”

“Ah, I didn’t know you were a famous painter.”

“I am. My name is Bergman. Maurício Bergman. I’m Swedish and I’m a genius. It shows in my appearance, look: see how I suffer! Now I want to find out if you understand painting. That painting over there, is it concrete?”

“It is, because you can see right away that it’s a map, because of the lines.”

“Really? And that one?”

“Abstract.”

“Wrong! That one also has to be concrete because it also has lines.”

“I’m going to explain to you what concrete is. It’s …”

“You’re wrong.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t understand. When I don’t understand, it’s because you’re wrong. And I want to know: is this one comprete?”

“You mean concrete.”

“No, I mean comprete. Because I’m a genius and all geniuses have to invent at least one thing. I invented the word comprete. Is music comprete?”

“I think it is, because we listen to it, feel it through our ears.”

“Ah, but you don’t know how to draw!”

“Do you think the ceiling is concrete?”

“Yes.”

“But if I turn this wall around and put it in where the ceiling is, it would become a wall-ceiling, and would that wall-ceiling be concrete?”

“Possibly. Are ghosts concrete?”

“Which ones? The ones in sheets?”

“No, the ones that actually exist.”

“Well … Well, yes, they would presumably be concrete.”

“Is Mom concrete or abstract?”

“Concrete, of course, you idiot.”

In the room next door, their mother stopped sewing, sat with her hands motionless in her lap, her heart beating wholly concretely.

November 18, 1972

WRITING

A sentence is not made. A sentence is born.

PLEASURE IN WORK

“I don’t like people who brag about how unbearable their work is. If your work is so unbearable, then you’d be better off doing something else. The satisfaction we get from our work is a sign that we made a good choice.”

HOURS TO SPEND

Even I surprise myself when I realize how many hours a year I have to spend. I convince myself that in reality I have more time than I think—and this means that I live more than I imagined. We just need to add up the hours in the day, the week, the month, the year. It was an Englishman who did the calculation; I don’t know his name.

A year has 365 days—or rather, 8,760 hours. That’s not a joke. There are eight thousand seven hundred and sixty hours in a year.

Take off eight hours a day for sleep. Then take off five working days per week, at eight hours a day, for 49 weeks (allowing for, let’s say, a minimum of two weeks’ vacation, and another seven days for public holidays). Take off two hours a day spent commuting, for those who live far from their place of work.

On this basis we are left with 1,930 hours per year. One thousand nine hundred and thirty hours to do whatever we can, or want. Life is longer than we make it. Every moment counts.

BREAKING HABITS

I come across some sentences in English on an old piece of paper, and once again I see that I’ve forgotten to write down the name of the author. I translate: “But grown-ups cannot organize your life for you. You will need a new inventory of your hours, a stricter classification of what is really worth doing and what is simply a way of passing the time. You will need to understand that it is frequently just as important to break a good habit as a bad one. All habits are suspect.”

November 25, 1972

CAT INSTEAD OF HARE

“Have you ever bought a cat when you wanted a hare?” they asked me on account of my somewhat distracted air.fn17

I replied:

“I do it all the time. Out of foolishness, distraction, ignorance. And at times out of politeness: I’m offered a cat and I thank the giver for the fake hare, and when the hare meows, I pretend I don’t hear. Because I know that the lie’s intended to please me. But I don’t forgive it so easily when it’s done with malicious intent.”

But this subject’s sheer multiplicities call for an encyclopedia. For example, when the cat imagines it actually is a hare. Since this is an instance of a cat profoundly dissatisfied with its condition, I shall indulge his fantasy that he’s a hare: it’s a cat’s right to want to be a hare.

And there are cases in which the cat may even really want to be a cat, but, noblesse oblige, feels required to behave like a hare, which is very tiring indeed.

There are also those who don’t want to admit that they really like being cats, thereby obliging us to believe they are hares, and we accept this only so we can eat in peace according to time-honored customs.

In a treatise on the subject, a university lecturer on melancholy would say that he has already played the hare for many an ordinary cat. A university lecturer on irritation would say something entirely unprintable.

I am truly ashamed of the times when I’ve refused to accept a hare that thinks it’s a cat. (There is a proverb: Better to be fooled by a friend than mistrust him.) It’s the price of mistrust.

But in reality, when I accept a cat having asked for a hare, the real problem lies with the person who offered it, since my mistake was merely that of being too credulous.

I’m enjoying writing this. It’s because there are various hares meowing around on the rooftops, and now I have an opportunity to meow back. Cats are also afraid of water.

WHAT IS ANXIETY?

A young man asked me this question and it’s difficult to answer. For it depends on who is feeling anxious. For some blithe spirits, moreover, it is a word they take pride in uttering as if by doing so they went up in the world—which is also a kind of anxiety.

Anxiety might be not having any hope in hope. Or accepting a situation without resigning yourself to it. Or not confessing as much to yourself. Or not being who you really are, and never will be. Anxiety might be the helplessness of being alive. It can also be not having the courage to be anxious—and running away is another form of anxiety. But anxiety is part of us: anything that is alive, because it is alive, shrinks in upon itself.

The same young man asked me: Don’t you think that there is a sinister emptiness in everything? Yes, there is. While we wait for the heart to understand.

LAVOISIER EXPLAINED IT BETTER

The perishability of things and beings. But the perishability of existing things, being replaced by other perishables that are, in turn, replaced by the perishability of others—this constant could, if you like, be called eternal perishability: which is the eternity within our reach. But Lavoisier explained it better.

December 16, 1972

“SORRY, BUT I’M NOT DEEP”

Érico Veríssimo is one of the most likable creatures I know: he is a human being of extraordinary generosity.fn18 I first met him and Mafalda in Washington, where Érico was working for the OAS. I practically camped in their home and their lives. And he has said that his fondest memories of their stay in Washington, DC, were the hours they spent in my home there. During those three bureaucratic years Érico didn’t managed to write a single line.

He doesn’t consider himself to be an important, innovative or even intelligent writer: he thinks he has some talents that he uses well, but these happen to be less appreciated by the so-called serious critics; that of being a storyteller, for example. He considers the books that brought him widespread popularity, such as Olhai os lírios do campo (Consider the Lilies of the Field), to be mediocre novels. What came after this first phase is much better, but the ill-informed critics in their haste haven’t bothered to update their previous opinions. There are now several critics in Brazil who do take him seriously, especially since he published O tempo e o vento (Time and the Wind). But the idea of being well-liked, even loved, pleases him more than the idea of being admired. He would not swap his adoring readers for more favorable reviews. And then there are the “groups.” The left wing consider him a conformist, and the right wing consider him a communist.

His most important character is perhaps Captain Rodrigo. Then there’s Floriano, his spiritual double. He likes to say that his most important characters are the women in O tempo e o vento, such as Bibiana and Maria Valéria. As for the absence of profundity of which some critics accuse him, he replies in the manner of a French writer that “un pot de chambre est aussi profond.”fn19 And yet he agrees with the critics: “Sorry, but I’m not deep.”

He began writing as a boy, at school, composing excellent essays. It was in Cruz Alta, behind the drugstore counter, that he wrote his first short story.fn20 At that time he also thought he might become a painter.

He is a terrible businessman, hates negotiating contracts, and when he tries he always loses out.

Érico is enormously famous. The tourist bus must, as part of its itinerary, stop outside the house where the Veríssimo family live. For Érico, this fame has a positive side: the feeling that he is communicating with others. And his fame is not only as an author, through his characters, but also as a sort of mythological figure. The story about the tourist bus embarrasses him greatly. But he is very patient. And he hates disappointing people who come looking for him, wanting to meet him in the flesh. The doors of his house are always open. There are nights when Veríssimo has ten or twenty unexpected visitors. Every week he receives dozens of students wanting to interview him, ranging from elementary school to university. People with emotional problems seek him out to give vent to their feelings. He listens, looks, and on most occasions is kind and attentive. Sometimes he is able to give real help to one or another patient, and this makes him happy.

As a writer he has many joys. And, as a man, his greatest joys are his children and grandchildren.

Regarding inspiration, for want of a better word, he doesn’t know where it comes from, and frequently reflects on the subject.

It is common knowledge that Érico isn’t interested in joining the Brazilian Academy of Letters. He respects it, and knows there are many fine people in it. But he does not, and never has had, the slightest desire to join their illustrious company; it’s a question of temperament.

Érico always plans a story from the outset, but never follows the plan rigorously. Novels, he says, are arts of the unconscious. He almost considers himself more of an artisan—and this perhaps explains why the critics do not consider him to be deep.

He has traveled half the world with Mafalda. And the thing that impressed him most was Mafalda. Her capacity to understand him, help him, support him, and, occasionally, manage him, but without him noticing. Érico inherited a taste for long journeys from his grandfather, a mule driver: he always wants to see what lies ahead. Mafalda is a quiet soul, in the best sense of the phrase; her tendency is always to settle and put down roots. But Érico drags her off on trains, buses and airplanes, and away they go. He particularly likes the Latin countries in Europe: France, Italy, Spain, Portugal. He is fascinated by the Mediterranean region. Greece and Israel enchanted him.

He would like to write again for children; they need to free themselves from Superman and Batman. But what stories could he tell in such bewildering times as these? This is something to discuss. He considers that our children’s literature is still very impoverished.

What does he love most in the world? First of all, people. His people. His tribe. Friends. And next come music, books, paintings, journeys. He doesn’t deny that he also likes himself, but then who wouldn’t.
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January 20, 1973

DISSOLVING THE CATHEDRAL

Every Sunday night (and, I think, Saturdays too), they would light what seemed to me like thousands of lamps around the edges of the cathedral, Gothic, hard, pure. What happened then was that, from a distance, all that rugged stone became a shimmering pattern of light. Density dissolved by light. And however much the alert eye might wish to continue seeing the solidity of the walls, it nevertheless felt as though the light could pass straight through. Attaining not merely transparency’s other, but transparency itself. It resembled the transparency of what we imagine Christmas Eve should be.

WHERE LOVE LEADS

“(I love you)”

“(So is that what I am?)”

“(You are the love I have for you)”

“(I sense that I will recognize myself … I can almost see … nearly there)”

“(I love you)”

“(Ah, yes. Now I can see myself. So that’s me then. A full-length portrait.)”

THE ENLISTING

The footsteps are growing louder. Getting slightly closer. Now they sound almost near. Even nearer. Nearer to me now than they could possibly be. Yet they continue to come closer. They’re not just close now, they’re inside me. Will they overtake me and keep going? That would be my hope, my salvation. I no longer know with which sense I perceive distance. For the footsteps aren’t heavy and close now, they’re not merely inside me: I march along with them, I’m enlisted.

SUBMITTING TO PROCESS

The process of living is made up of mistakes—most of them essential—of courage and laziness, of despair and the hope of achieving a vegetative attention, of constant feeling (not thought) that leads nowhere, to nothing, and suddenly what we thought was “nothing”—was itself the terrifying contact with the tessitura of living—and this instant of recognition (like a revelation) needs to be embraced with the utmost innocence, the innocence we’re made of. Is that a difficult process? No, that would be like calling the extremely capricious and natural way in which a flower is made “difficult.” (Mom, said the little boy, the sea’s so beautiful, green with blue bits and waves! It’s all naturified! And no one made it either!) The overwhelming impatience (standing beside a plant to watch it grow and seeing nothing) is not to do with the thing itself, but with our own monstrous patience (the plant grows at night). As if we were saying: “I can’t bear another minute of being so patient,” “this watchmakerly patience is getting on my nerves” etc.: it’s an impatient patience. But what weighs most heavily is the vegetative patience, that of the ox pulling the plow.

January 27, 1973

AN ALMOST-ARGUMENT BETWEEN FRIENDS

I’ve been friends with Carlinhos, or more properly José Carlos Oliveira, for many years.fn1 We watched many soccer games together on our television when my sons were little. I will reproduce here one of our many conversations. This conversation is contaminated (I never thought I would one day use that horrible word), contaminated with a variety of officially unpublishable words. Readers may, however, fill in the blanks with the swear words they think most appropriate.

“Who are you, Carlinhos? And who, dear God, am I?”

“You, I think, are Clarice. But I don’t know who I am. And the world is completely [swear word] with no way out. But that has nothing to do with you or me.”

“You say that because you don’t have children. And I’m not just referring to my own two boys, but rather to the children of mankind generally.”

“The children of mankind make up humanity, who for the last four (?) million years have been sent to their deaths. That’s their problem, or rather, there’s nothing I can do about it. As children say: is there nothing but violence and injustice? Pishposh!”

“Carlinhos, we’re both writers, but neither of us exactly chose this job. But since it fell into our laps, I feel a sense of remorse because every word we write should be, so to speak, our daily bread.”

“That’s absurd. For example, if I say [swear word], no one will publish it. We’re condemned to use a language that is merely a collection of words. We’re just a couple of idiots, you and me. The rest is literature. Now I want to ask you:


“1) Clarice, why do you write?

“2) Clarice, why do you not write?”



“I write because I can’t stay silent. I don’t write because I am profoundly silent and perplexed.”

“Oh come on, don’t be such a smart-ass!”

“Just because you can’t stand it when I talk seriously, you’re sidestepping the issue rather than confronting me.”

“If you’re talking seriously it’s because you think talking seriously has some value. Well, I don’t. People who don’t understand life think it’s just a series of things that happen. Those same people adore Van Gogh because he cut off his ear; Toulouse-Lautrec because he was a dwarf; Modigliani because he had tuberculosis; Rembrandt because he starved to death; James Dean because he died in a car accident; Marilyn Monroe because she killed herself. Such people believe in posterity because they think they are posterity. Well then: I [swear word] on the head of posterity.”

“We’re talking about two different things: writing isn’t just something that happens, you remind me of that person who wrote that literature is the smile on society’s face. I’m talking about accidentally slicing life in two and seeing the blood flow. We really like each other, Carlinhos, but we use different words.”

“We do speak a different language, that’s true. I prefer being happy out in the street to slicing life in two.”

“I prefer everything, don’t you see? I don’t want to miss anything; I don’t even want to have to choose.”

“You even prefer being a great writer. But I gave all that stuff up a long time ago. I want to eat, drink, make love and die. I don’t consider myself responsible for literature.”

“Nor do I, my friend! And I can see that we’re getting close, in a very friendly fashion, to quarreling. I could also tell you that if living is drinking, then that’s not enough for me: I want more because my thirst is greater than yours.”

“So it would seem. We’re humiliated at every turn. No one believes in us. Everything for them is certainty, but from us they want only nonsense. The rest is literature.”

An almost-argument between two friends is nothing to be afraid of. And in Carlinhos’s bitterness I see his profound goodness and his genuine indignation.

We talked about death.

“Vinícius de Moraes and I—the poetinhafn2 has given me express permission to say this—Vinícius and I would like to be cremated when it’s all over. For Vinícius, it’s because he suffers from claustrophobia, and as for me, I just think it’s more hygienic. But since the only place they cremate bodies is in São Paulo; we’re afraid we might die before we can get on the plane to take us there.”

And later on:

“I’m an existentialist, Clarice. I live each moment as if it were my last. Result: I am a never-ending drama. I am constantly consulting my heart and acting accordingly.”

February 17, 1973

THE GROUP

The other day I attended a happy, melancholic lunch. It was a reunion of three former colleagues from the National Faculty of Law. The atmosphere was reminiscent of the book and movie The Group, apart from the confidences we did not share. A happy reunion because we’re fond of each other, because the food was good and we were hungry. Melancholic because life had been hard on us all, and there we were resolutely smiling. And melancholic too because none of us had ended up being lawyers. Dear God, a lawyer! That was the last thing I needed, given that I get flustered dealing with even the most simple of bureaucratic paperwork.

Melancholic because we had wasted so many years studying for nothing. Studying? Only one of us, the daughter of a famous lawyer, had really studied. As for me, my choice of university degree had been a total mistake. I had no guidance; I happened to read a book about prisons and all I wanted was to some day reform Brazil’s prison system. San Tiago Dantas once said he couldn’t resist asking me what I thought I’d been doing taking a law degree. I replied that I was interested in criminal law. “I should have guessed,” he said. “You were only interested in the literary part of the law. A real lawyer likes civil law.” Ah, how I miss San Tiago.

Going back to the group, though: were our goodbyes happy or sad? I don’t know. With me there was a certain stoicism because part of my past had proved so pointless. But then how many other pointless things have I done? Life is short: but if we cut off all the dead bits, it becomes very short indeed. Does it turn a lifetime into a matter of only a few days? Well, we mustn’t forget that the pointless bits had, at the time, been lived with great gusto (for criminal law). Which in some ways repays the effort.

I left my friend’s house under a three o’clock afternoon sun, and in a neighborhood I rarely visit, Urca. This only added to my sense of loss. Everything around me seemed strange. I myself seemed strange, and for an instant I saw myself as I am. Did I like myself or not? I simply accepted myself. I took a taxi home, and thought without a trace of bitterness: many pointless things in life serve, like that taxi, to transport us from one useful point to another. And I didn’t even feel like talking to the driver.

February 24, 1973

THE FIRST BOOK OF EACH OF MY LIVES

I was once asked what the first book in my life had been. I would rather talk about the first book in each of my lives. I search through my memory and have an almost physical sensation of holding that precious object in my hands: a very slender book telling the stories of the ugly duckling and Aladdin’s lamp. I read and reread those two stories; a child doesn’t just read something once: a child virtually learns a story by heart and, even then, reads it again and again with almost the same excitement as the first time. The story of the duckling who was ugly when all the others were pretty, with the mystery only being revealed when it grows up: it wasn’t a duck at all, but a beautiful swan. That story made me think a lot, and I identified with the ugly duckling’s suffering—perhaps I was a swan?

As for Aladdin, he sent my imagination flying off to the distant realms of the impossible in which I believed, since, at the time, the impossible was within my reach. The idea of a genie saying, ask me for anything you want, I am your servant, made me swoon. Sitting quietly in my corner, I really thought that someday a genie would say to me: “Ask me for anything you want.” But eventually, it became apparent that I’m one of those people who must use her own resources to get what she wants, when she can that is.

I have had several lives. The sacred book from another of those lives was one I had to borrow because it was so expensive: Reinações de Nazarinho.fn3 I’ve recounted elsewhere the painful process of humiliation and perseverance I had to go through in my eagerness to read Monteiro Lobato, for the thick book belonged to a little girl whose father owned a bookshop. When that fat, very freckly little girl discovered how much I wanted to read the book, she took her revenge in sadistic fashion, inventing a game of “come to my house tomorrow and I’ll lend it to you.” When I turned up, my heart literally beating with joy, she would say: “I can’t lend it to you today, come back tomorrow.” After about a month of come back tomorrows, which, swallowing my pride, I accepted with humility so that the girl would not dash my hopes entirely, the mother of that first little monster in my life noticed what was going on and, somewhat horrified at her own daughter, ordered her then and there to lend me the book. I didn’t read it in one go: I read it bit by bit, a few pages at a time so as to make it last. I think that was the book that gave me the most happiness of all during that particular life.

In another life, I was a member of a public lending library. With no one to guide me, I chose books by their title. And this was how one day I came to choose a book called O lobo da estepe (The wolf of the steppes)fn4 by Hermann Hesse. I liked the title, and thought it would be a kind of Jack London adventure story. The book, which I read with growing astonishment, was indeed an adventure story, but of quite a different sort. At the age of thirteen or fourteen, I was already writing little stories, but Hermann Hesse planted a seed in me and I began to write a long story imitating him: the idea of the inner journey fascinated me. I had finally come into contact with great literature.

In another life of mine, at fifteen, with the first money earned from my own labors, I went proudly into a bookshop, which I felt was the world I would like to live in. I flicked through almost all the books on the counters, reading a few lines, then turning to the next. And suddenly, one of the books I opened contained sentences so different that I kept on reading, rooted to the spot. Feeling deeply moved, I thought to myself: this book is me! And so, suppressing a shiver of profound emotion, I bought it. Only later did I learn that the author was not an obscure figure, but someone considered to be one of the finest writers of her day: Katherine Mansfield.

March 3, 1973

EXTRACT

He felt profoundly defeated by the world he lived in. And he had cut himself off from other people because of that defeat and because he felt everyone else had also been defeated. He did not want to be part of a world where, for example, the rich devour the poor. Since joining those engaged in the fight against that crushing life seemed to him merely a romantic gesture, he locked himself away in an individualism, which, if he wasn’t careful, could easily have turned into a hysterical or merely contemplative solitude. Until something better came along, he tried to connect with the other vanquished people by means of a sort of twisted love, which somehow wounded both them and, in some ways, himself.

MÁRIO CRAVO

When I was in Salvador I interviewed Mário Cravo, one of our greatest sculptors.fn5 I asked him: “How did you discover the artist, and particularly the sculptor, within you?” He answered:

“I would first of all have to summarize the initial, fundamental phase of discovering my vocation, which spanned around five to eight years. That initial phase of discovery provided the basic outline of my temperament and my way of being. That cycle provided elements for the second phase, a more active and intense one, when I was already working professionally. That second cycle lasted ten years. Finally, the cycle that really defines me as an artist will occupy the remaining years of my life. My answer to your question lies in each one of those stages, because I don’t have an orthodox definition of the artist. My first discovery was that I was capable of creating, in the sense of making a three-dimensional object. This was a very intense, albeit short-lived sensation, since the act of creating gradually became part of the daily practice of my profession. The sculptor in me came into being through physical contact, first, with natural materials and, later, with artificial ones. I really only felt I was a sculptor when I discovered an immense love for materials and shapes. I have a particular need for contact with the material that will become the instrument of my communication. There has to be a dialogue between sculptor and material before the resulting work can be transformed into a message.”

March 17, 1973

DAREL AND PSYCHOANALYSIS

I saw Darel’s paintings.fn6 It seems to me that his dreams—real dreams, like the ones you have when asleep—are transported onto the canvas. The nonexistent cities he creates and which are seemingly uninhabited, humans crushed by the machine, all wrapped in a shadowy, dreamlike atmosphere, a reality we recognize as if it were our own dream. Beauty and nightmare are the hallmarks of Darel’s work. How those two words can be linked only Darel knows, because he lives his dreams not as an imaginary man, but as a man. Who inhabits those vast cities if not Darel himself, who dreams and imagines them? Dreaming and making real is the ideal of men and women. In Darel there is a preoccupation with the totality of the human being. The collision between the powerless individual and the machine. The dark cities where an occasionally brightly lit window is evidence that they are inhabited. Psychoanalysis aside, he is a major artist and I could not resist talking a little about the dazzling mystery of his work.

As for Darel himself, he is a youthful man who radiates the serene happiness of those who find fulfillment in their work.

I knew he had been in analysis and that he wasn’t embarrassed to talk about it. Now it so happens that this is a subject that interests many people, myself included. So I give below our conversation.

I asked him why he had gone to an analyst. He said that he’d been suffering from severe headaches and felt that all his organs were somehow affected. In short, he was a hypochondriac. He felt trapped within an immense existential problem: deep anxiety, for one thing. So he turned to analysis.

After a time, analysis gave him not only a new relationship with his family, but also a much easier relationship with everyone else and, in particular, a greater understanding of his own internal mechanism.

“For me the most important thing in the world now is to realize myself fully as an artist. Without any van Gogh-ism, of course. As for love, well, love has an infinite range. The person who only knows one form of loving has a limited knowledge when it comes to love.”

“What did you expect from analysis?”

“Basically, I expected one thing and found another. I expected that the analyst would solve all my problems, and now I feel that I can solve them on my own.”

“Darel, does it hurt when the analyst delves into things that are already painful?”

“The analyst doesn’t delve into painful things. The person undergoing analysis is an immense open wound, and the analyst simply reflects, like a mirror, that unknown image.”

“Most people have the idea that analysis is all to do with sex.”

“The individual undergoing analysis is a whole person and, obviously, sex is a part of that person.”

“After analysis, did you think you would be a perfect person or a person ready to live?”

“Analysis never really stops. When you no longer need an analyst, you unconsciously subsume the analytic spirit, and the battle continues, but with a difference: life stops being an uncomfortable adventure.”

“Should everyone have analysis?”

“No. There are people who are perceptive enough to solve their problems without an analyst’s help.”

Darel went on to tell me about the beginning of his analysis. He found himself getting along really badly with everyone. A year and eight months later, his capacity for affection had increased. That period of malfunction at the start of analysis could easily have irreparably damaged certain relationships in which there was already a significant degree of conflict, but the reality is that he didn’t know how else to live.

“Were you afraid that by being analyzed, you might lose your creative power?”

“No, because it seems that our creative side is actually the healthiest part of us, despite our neuroses.”

“Would you advise other artists to go into analysis, as a way of freeing them from the cross all artists bear?”

“The artist doesn’t have a cross to bear. The neurotic man, whether he’s an artist or not, suffers more than is necessary.”

“Do you think, as some people say, that all artists are neurotic?”

“No.”

“What does being normal mean?”

“I don’t believe in patterns of normality. I know of true empire builders who are, without a doubt, completely neurotic. I find your question a little disconcerting actually, because I don’t know whether the healthy part of a person really is separate from the sick part, from the act of creation. I think not.”

April 7, 1973

SHORT CONVERSATION WITH A TAXI DRIVER

Does someone become a taxi driver by vocation? Sometimes I think they do because they seem so at ease in the job. Suddenly, out of the blue, I’m asked as I light a cigarette: would you like to smoke one of mine? I never refuse. And how many children these taxi drivers have! They say it pays good money. And how many indiscreet questions they ask! I reply to almost all of them. Sometimes I’m in a bad mood and don’t reply. The funniest part is that with a taxi driver, there’s never any silly talk. I still don’t know why. There’s lots of talk about fires, because of my burned hand. From what I can see, they’ve nearly all burned themselves somehow or other, or at least know someone who has. It really hurts, they tell me. I know. Moreover, since setting fire to myself, I’m always meeting people who’ve done the same. Seems it’s a habit.

THE MORNING SEA

The sea. I’ve stopped going to the sea out of sheer laziness. And also out of impatience with the necessary rituals of renting your chair and beach umbrella and getting sand stuck all over your skin. And I have absolutely no idea how to go swimming in the sea without getting my hair wet. And when you get home, you have to wash the salt off.

But one day I’m going to talk about the sea more positively. Actually, I think I’m going to start now, a little. I’m going to talk about the smell of the sea that sometimes leaves me feeling lightheaded.

I have an acquaintance who lives in Zona Norte,fn7 which is no justification for never going in the sea. I was amazed when she told me. And I insisted she come to my house so we could go swimming at six in the morning. Why? Because that’s the time of the sea’s vast solitude. How can I explain that the sea is our maternal cradle, but that its smell is entirely masculine, but it’s still our maternal cradle? Perhaps it’s the perfect fusion of masculine and feminine. At six in the morning the foam is whiter.

JASMINE

I will return to the sea later; I always do. But I mentioned perfume. It reminded me of jasmine. Jasmine is a nighttime thing. And it is killing me slowly. I fight against it, and I give up because I sense that the perfume is stronger than me, and then I die. When I wake up, I am one of the initiated.

April 21, 1973

THIRTEEN FOR DINNER

Giorgio de Chirico, one of the first metaphysical painters, got married very young to an archaeologist. One night, at a dinner at their home, they both noticed that there were thirteen people around the table. De Chirico didn’t want to sit down until a fourteenth arrived.

His wife finally managed, at the last minute, to find a female friend to join them. Well, the fourteenth guest must have fulfilled all De Chirico’s requirements. She must indeed have been his ideal woman because, from that night onward, she never left the painter’s house. It was the archaeologist who left. To this day de Chirico lives with the fourteenth guest. And lives very happily.

April 28, 1973

LUCIDITY OF THE ABSURD

I’m not going to introduce Millôr Fernandes to you: those familiar with him will know that I would have to write several pages to introduce a figure with such a variety of activities and talents.fn8 We have been friends for a long time.

Our most recent conversation, now some time ago, flowed very easily, with no misunderstandings: there was mutual trust. It went more or less as follows:

“So how are you, Millôr? Profoundly speaking.”

“Oh, profound, as always. I can’t live any other way. I pay the price.”

“Sometimes the price is too high. How did the idea come to you, a couple of years ago, of putting together O homem do princípio ao fim (Mankind from beginning to end), which was such a major, and moving, theatrical experience? I would certainly see it again and with the same excitement too. It really should and must be staged again.”

“The idea came from a request from my extraordinary friend, Fernanda Montenegro.fn9 My focus was a humanistic vision of life, which is the essence of all my work.”

“What can you tell me about your experience as an actor?”

“Both sensational and useless. Sensational because of the confidence you gain when you sense a possibility of total communication, which is something very moving. Useless because there’s nothing I can do with the result of that experience. The communication I seek is entirely different—intimate and definitive.”

“Millôr, have you ever, in all humility, felt the spark of something that some people call grace, but which isn’t grace, and is even pretty ordinary: a sudden fleeting vision of the things of the world as they are in reality?”

“If that’s what some people call it, then that’s for me. I see only that. I really do have the impression that nothing I see is ordinary. I have no notion of the things of the world as they ordinarily are. But the type of lucidity you mean is the lucidity of the absurd, I have it even in the middle of life’s greatest passions. I even believe that one day I will explode with lucidity, by which I mean I’ll go crazy.”

“How was your childhood?”

“Tough! Tough! Beautiful! Beautiful! At that time, Méier was practically the countryside.fn10 I learned to swim in a swamp full of frogs. I learned to love in a backyard making dolls out of soft clay with the girls. This childhood lasted until I was ten. Then, one day, when my mother died, I spent hours under a bed crying, and I found the peace of unbelief. Yes, at the age of ten.”

“In what way did inspiration come to you?”

“I think it came in all sorts of ways. But I don’t think it was exactly unconscious. Even when it seems unconscious, I think that the kernel of inspiration is a lived experience of some sort—image, sound, pain, distress—previously stored away and suddenly, for whatever external reason, revived. But my case is very special: I’m not a writer, I’m a writing professional.”

We talked about various people; then I asked him:

“Who do you admire and why?”

“I will limit your question in time and space. And I prefer to have the courage to choose a man from my time and my space. Vinícius de Moraes. Because of the many things we share, and because of the immense number of things that separate us, I choose him, our very own poetinha, as possessing a vision of the essence of life.”

One thing led to another and we ended up, I’m not sure how, talking about death.

“Is death a constant problem for you?” I asked.

“I think the problem of death is fascinating—perhaps because I don’t feel that it’s close to me. I really would like to die soon, just so that I could live (no play on words intended) that experience. Once I’d been through it, I would then come back just to tell people what it was like.”

We returned to talking about life, and the things that were most important to us.

“Human relationships,” said Millôr. “Love. Including passion. Also the forbidden passions, between two men and between two women. Since I’m one of those whom society calls ‘healthy’ and ‘normal,’ the abnormal passions are worthy of my greatest respect.”

“If you weren’t a writer, what would you be?”

“An athlete. I am fundamentally a frustrated athlete. What’s more, this is the only frustration that has stayed with me from an extremely tough adolescence, from ten to seventeen years old.”

“In terms of writing, do you have a sense of progress in your career?”

“I think so. Especially if you compare the beginning with the current phase, which isn’t hard since I started writing for newspapers at the age of thirteen. Only an idiot would not have progressed. I continue trying to renew myself, though, because I like looking for new forms and points of view—that’s something I haven’t yet lost.”

“And in terms of life, your way of living, do you feel that progress comes with experience?”

“I think so. But do others think the same? Nothing surprises me more, for example, than hearing people say that I’m aggressive. Because I consider myself to be the epitome of human tenderness. But am I? In any event, deep down in my consciousness there is a certainty that the genius of human beings lies in kindness. That’s what I’m looking for.”

I agreed with him about kindness.

May 19, 1973

FOR MARRIED COUPLES

The number of divorce petitions in Great Britain is currently barely half of what it was in 1947—a record year in terms of separations. A major influence behind this new state of affairs must be the Marriage Guidance Council, founded more than twenty years ago. It’s an organization run by volunteers, with more than eighty branches throughout the country, and more than seven hundred marriage counselors available to give advice to anyone experiencing marital difficulties. The counselor seeks to ensure that the spouse seeking guidance accepts part of the responsibility for the situation. A wife, if she wishes, can unburden her feelings for half an hour; this may be the first time in her life that she finds someone prepared to listen patiently, accepting her as she is, and without taking sides. After a number of interviews, the woman comes to understand that the situation is not caused exclusively by her husband’s mistakes, and that she herself may bear some responsibility for her husband’s behavior. The Marriage Guidance Council’s theory is that there are no cases, or people, that cannot be put right. About half of the eleven thousand cases seen each year are helped by these interviews. All the counselors must themselves be married; some are doctors or psychiatrists. All must undergo a period of training and have one year’s experience.

SECRETS

The thing that sometimes happens with my ignorance is that I cease to feel it as an absence and it becomes almost palpable, just as the darkness sometimes feels like something you can almost grasp. When I feel it as an absence, that can cause a feeling of unease, a feeling of not being up to scratch, a feeling, well, of ignorance. When it becomes almost palpable like darkness, it offends me. The thing that has recently offended me—and it is an offense precisely because I am not to blame, it’s an ignorance imposed upon me—the thing that has recently offended me is sensing that in a number of countries there are scientists who keep secret things that would revolutionize my way of seeing, of living, and of knowing. Why don’t they tell their secrets? Because they need them to create new things, and because they fear that revealing them would cause panic, that it’s still too early.

So today I really do feel as if I were in the Middle Ages. I’ve been robbed of my own times. But would I understand the secrets if they were revealed to me? Ah, there would be, there has to be, a way for me to put myself in touch with them.

At the same time, I’m full of hopes for what the secrets contain. They’re treating us like children who must not be frightened with truths before they’re ready for them. But the child senses that a truth is approaching, it senses it like a rumble coming from some unknown source. And I sense a promising whisper. At least I know that there are secrets, that the physical and psychic world would be seen by me in a totally new way—if only I knew. I have to hold onto the paltry, tenuous joy of the conditional “if I knew.” But I have to be modest when it comes to joy. The more tenuous happiness is, the more difficult and more precious it is to grasp—and the more beloved the almost invisible thread of hope by which we will know it.

A TEENAGER: C. J.

He is tall, has wide, bony shoulders, walks with a slight stoop: this will pass, it’s the weight of adolescence. He is slow, he is deep, he sows his seed slowly. On his wide farmer’s face, a farmer’s wordless depths. He will sleep well with a woman. If he doesn’t get too caught up in the wide, deep meanderings of his weighty hesitations. He is silent; he doesn’t yet know what’s usually said, and so he says nothing. Nor does he know that he has strong, straight, handsome legs. He once said: I want any kind of job that will give me enough to live on, because then I’d have time meanwhile to do something “concrete and objective.” He’s clumsy, often breaks things, and apologizes for this with a startled half smile. You have to be patient with him. You have to be patient with tall lads like him. Very patient. Because he could stay that same silent clumsy type for the rest of his life, and never get over it. His is one of the most dangerous types of adolescence: where very early on, you can already sense a slightly stooped man, one in whom you can also sense an unspoken largeness.

May 26, 1973

ARTISTS WHO DON’T MAKE ART

B. D. has the keen gaze of a photographer who knows that an image never comes twice. In his search, he doesn’t make art: he searches like someone who will never tell what he’s seen. The kind of things he sees, moreover, are difficult to talk about. He’s not good at organizing what he feels and sees into a composition: this makes him a nonartist. But everyone needs to be, at the very least, that kind of nonartist if his mind is to survive.

MENACING AFTERNOON

First the heavy sky and air, the sky coming closer to the earth and turning the color of lead. Misty clearings, restless swamps, horizons blurred by the heavy rain to come, and soon the foliage will be heavy with water, fields simultaneously black and pale. Color drains from my face, but not out of fear: it’s because I too am under the influence of the growing storm. The untranquility of the world. The birds take flight.

WHAT NAME DO YOU GIVE TO HOPE?

But if hope runs through everything, then the thing is done. But hope is not for tomorrow. Hope is this very moment. We need to give another name to a certain type of hope because the word “hope” above all implies waiting. But hope is right now. There ought to be a word for what I want to say.

DIFFICULTY OF EXPRESSION

The difficulty of finding, so as to be able to express it, something which is nevertheless there, gives an impression of blindness. That’s when you ask for a coffee. Not that the coffee helps with finding the word, but it represents an emotionally liberating act, by which I mean a gratuitous act that liberates.

MORE THAN WORDPLAY

What I feel I do not do. What I do I do not think. What I think I do not feel. Of what I know I am ignorant. Of what I feel I am not ignorant. I do not understand myself and I act as if I did.

June 23, 1973

LIFE LESSON

One day recently a taxi driver—and I have interviewed many—took it upon himself to interview me. He asked me various indiscreet questions, among them one that was rather strange: “Do you feel you are a woman equal to everyone else?” (He said it in a strong northern accent.) I replied not knowing for certain what I was replying to: “More or less.” “Because I,” he continued, “feel I am equal to everyone. I’ve even been a beggar, ma’am. And now I’m a taxi driver. And even if I was once a beggar, I feel that I am everyone’s equal. That’s why I’m giving you a life lesson.” Did I deserve this lesson? I don’t know why we said goodbye so effusively, each of us wishing the other every happiness. We were certainly in need of it.

An acquaintance of mine was surprised when I told her: she had always thought that once you became a beggar, that was it, there was no going back. But this fellow did indeed turn things around, and now has his well-earned money and a car bought with a loan. And he not only got out of begging, but was ready to give a life lesson to a woman who had not asked for one. I detest life lessons. When I sense that a conversation is heading down that path—others, i.e., moralists, would say “heading up that path”—I withdraw completely, and a silent stiffness takes hold of me. I fight back. And I am getting worse in this respect.

“I DON’T KNOW”

You can tell me what interests you, and what you would like me to write about. I don’t promise I will always do as you ask: the subject has to really grab me, and find me in the right mood. Moreover, I might not know how to write about the chosen topic. I reserve the right to say: I don’t know.

On one occasion I was repeatedly asked to give a lecture at the University of Vitória, in Espírito Santo. I ended up accepting, utterly charmed by those kind people. I accepted—also because I like students—on condition that it would not be a lecture: it would take the form of a question-and-answer session, a conversation, with me also having the sacred right to reply “I don’t know.” It worked out fine.

But one student was overly aggressive. Not only did he sit on his own in the back row of the auditorium, when there were still spaces nearer the front, he also spoke very softly, regardless of whether I could hear. I asked him to speak up and sure enough he had a loud voice. He moved to a different row and said very clearly that he couldn’t understand a word I wrote. But even with him it worked out fine in the end. And Vitória is a beautiful city.

I take the opportunity of mentioning Vitória to apologize to a philosophy student: he had telephoned to invite me to a book signing one evening, and I promised to go. But I had another engagement earlier that day. And on the evening of the book signing there was no flight to Espírito Santo. I telephoned the young man to tell him I couldn’t go. He wasn’t there and I left a message. It seems he didn’t get it. So I found out later that there were students waiting for me at Vitória airport. My message to the young man: I’d be happy to do a book signing whenever you want.

June 30, 1973

A NOVELIST

Marques Rebelo sports the same crew-cut hairstyle as when I first met him, and has the same quick, mischievous way of looking at you. There’s something new about his face though: there’s more kindness, which life has doubtless been teaching him. He was famous for having a venomous tongue that spared no one. This, too, has been softened by time, experience and an inevitable weariness with life.

Marques Rebelo is his nom de guerre. His real name is Eddy Dias da Cruz, a name that seems to have a completely different personality. Marques Rebelo felt that a literary name required a certain degree of euphony, and so rechristened himself: he thinks everyone should christen themselves as they see fit. The two names fused and he became one. He began writing almost as a boy. He wrote, but felt he was failing to communicate even with himself and so ripped up all the pages. At nineteen, he published a few poems in modernist magazines like Antropofagia and Verde. However, he’s embarrassed about his poetic past. At twenty-one, in the middle of his military service, he wrote Oscarina, which he was pleased with. There followed Três caminhos (Three paths), Marafa, A estrela sobe (The star rises), Stella me abriu a porta (Stella opened the door for me), and—after a long time away from fiction—the three volumes of Espelho partido (Broken mirror), which attempts to provide a panorama of Brazilian life, made up of infinite fragments. It’s the fruit of patience, almost stubbornness. When writing he relies on discipline, rather than inspiration: he writes every day, even if he ends up throwing away what he’s written or rewriting it thirty times over. For him, rewriting is more important than writing.

The early hours are his best time. He finds the silence inviting. He discovered this time of night when he was a young man and had to work during the day.

The literary work he wishes he had written is Niels Lyhne, by Jacobsen.fn11 He finds it enthralling.

As for new writers, he thinks it’s still the older ones who are steering the ship: the younger ones haven’t yet made their mark, as if the wide horizon frightened them. For better or worse, he thinks he’s getting his message across. He agrees that he’s the most cariocafn12 writer in Brazil, but thinks this isn’t really a quality, simply the product of circumstances.

When asked what he’s doing as a member of the Brazilian Academy of Arts, he replies with a smirk that he’s just marking time until the mausoleum. He doesn’t complain about the critics, but does sometimes complain about himself. The most decisive moment in his life was perhaps when he decided to be a writer.

He has always lived modestly from his nonliterary work, in such a way that leaves him time to read and write. He is a great reader. And writing, for him, repays the effort: it’s a refuge, the place where he can feel free. Besides writing, what he enjoys most is living.

Literature, according to him, doesn’t bring you friends; at most it brings you a handful of friendly rivals. In literature he feels very alone; in life he gets around a lot.

He was born in Vila Isabel, and has lived in Tijuca, Botafogo and Laranjeiras, each neighborhood having its own distinct personality: Rio is a city with many cities within it.

His soccer team? América,fn13 the one passion in his life. He is completely besotted, even though they always lose … He likes the movies, but prefers the theater.

As for the high price we pay in life, he thinks it’s worth it.

August 25, 1973

DJANIRA

How can you not love Djanira, even if you don’t know her personally? I already really loved her work. But when her door opened and I saw her, I froze and said: “Hold on a moment.” And I saw—really saw—that she was going to be my friend. There’s something in her eyes that gives you the sense that the mystery is a simple matter. She wasn’t in the least put out by me standing there staring at her, until finally I said: “Right, now I know you and I can come in.”

Djanira has kindness written in her smile and on her face, but it’s neither a lukewarm nor an aggressive kindness. She contains precisely what she puts into her work, namely, everything—which just goes to show that human beings truly are dignified by the profound simplicity of working. We sat down, me not taking my eyes off her, she examining me kindly and without making me feel at all ill at ease. Her husband, who goes by the nickname Motinha, came into the room. I will now reproduce some of things she said, and which I remember perfectly, by which I mean word-for-word (on leaving their home I noted several of them down, for my own use).

1. We paint in the same way people love, no one knows why they love, and we don’t know why we paint.

2. My childhood was very unhappy; there’s no point talking about it, no point in bringing back memories.

3. I was brought up in the south of Brazil, between Paraná and Santa Catarina. Most of the time I lived in a small town, Porto União and União da Vitória: they’re twin towns on the state border, half in Paraná and the other half in Santa Catarina. My father had a dental practice there. My parents separated when I was still a little girl. I didn’t see my father for more than twenty years. And one day I put an ad in the newspaper A Noite looking for my father. A dentist turned up who knew my father, and that was the first news I had of him. He was very well known because he was a peripatetic dentist: he never stayed in one place, but went from town to town fixing people’s teeth. When my father left, he said: I’m going off traveling and then I’ll come back and get Djanira. But he didn’t come back. So a family looked after me. But I was ill-treated in that house, made to work. I started painting when I was twenty-four, and discovering painting was my greatest joy. It grew out of a game I played when I was being treated at a tuberculosis sanatorium. I said I could paint a better picture than the one hanging in the office. I drew Christ. That was when the interest first awakened within me. When I went to Rio, I began drawing more and more, nonstop: I drew everything, absolutely everything. Until I met Marcier, who discovered me and became my teacher. And I then found myself in a world that was entirely new to me.

We sat in deep silence. Both of us doubtless submerged in our respective lives. Since I cannot convey to my readers the depth of our silence, I will fill it by giving you a poem by Djanira. It’s called “Journey.” Here it is:


I saw in the colors of ivory

an elephant

untamed

that had come from the Indies

offering me paths

where I could

dangerously

close my eyes

And go, go …

But that was a sin

and I traveled in sin.

I traveled to infinity

and lost myself in time

which was a sin.



4. When someone creates herself by her own efforts, it’s because she has something inside her that doesn’t feel at ease with ordinary life, don’t you think? You say it’s in order to survive. But to survive in the way of your choosing. Someone like me, entirely self-taught, who has had her own difficulties and spent her life trying to go beyond the ordinary in the society we live in, trying to find a means of achieving something that is both a profession and a vocation. Because however much we do, however much I do, it’s never enough. The thing I want to achieve is some even more imponderable thing inside me. I think we will finally discover what we are looking for. If one day we reach the point where we’re satisfied with what we’ve produced, that will be the end. Art evolves very slowly; things of the mind grow slowly. (Me: Do you mean by that, that the search lasts a lifetime?)

5. Yes. The times we live in are changing fast: we’ve already been to the moon. The mystery that existed in life is no longer a mystery. (Me: I disagree, Djanira. Even if they end up living on the moon, human beings will never discover the mystery.)

6. What you see today with all these scientific discoveries is a world that’s deeply dissatisfied. All we hear about are wars. Men don’t understand each other politically. Yes, I think you’re right: man discovers things but not the mystery. (Me: How do you go about producing a painting?)

7. My paintings are full of Brazil, at least that’s my aim. And to do that, I travel widely throughout the country.

PS: I think I forgot to mention that when Djanira broke her right collarbone, she was utterly distraught at not being able to paint—but suddenly she let out a cry that brought her husband rushing to her side. So desperate was she to paint, that she tried using her left hand and, to her surprise and great joy, she discovered that she was perfectly ambidextrous.

September 29, 1973

TRAJECTORY OF A VOCATION

Isaac Karabtchevsky gives off such a vibe that, when he conducts, he electrifies even the most indifferent of audiences.fn14 Hearing him is an important experience, of course, but seeing him conduct is a thing of beauty: he gives himself entirely over to the music. He is visibly transported, he loses his own individuality and really lives the musical score. Immediately after a concert he feels completely drained, consumed by sweat and fatigue, but if everything went as he intended, he is the happiest man in the world.

Incredible as it may seem, studying music at high school bored him to death: he would never have imagined that notes and staves would go on to be his vocation, define his future as an artist. But he could spend hour after hour listening to a Bach fugue and simultaneously creating new lines and voices. So from an early age, he fell in love with polyphony and with the densest and most complex of counterpoints: from there too, albeit still in embryonic form, came his tendency to consider music as a whole, as being the work of several voices or instruments—he took little interest in solo pieces. Until then, though, music was simply a stimulus to help get him through the tedium of his adolescence: he had few friends and little entertainment, and was obliged, at fifteen, to help his family out by working as a sales assistant in a shop selling children’s clothes. As you can imagine, he wasn’t a very good salesman: when he wanted to convince a customer to purchase some little white dress or other, he would argue: “Well, at least it won’t fade.” But just like a plant that grows without realizing it, there gradually grew within him a limitless passion for music: he set up a choir in the college where he was studying, and practiced by ear, without being able to read a single note of music: he improvised with tenors, basses and sopranos, and each rehearsal was a revelation: he conducted his first concert standing on a chair because there was no podium.

At seventeen, he decided to go and live on a kibbutz in Israel. There he prepared for his future as a farmworker. Then he chose a profession that might one day prove useful: electrical engineering. He studied at Mackenzie Presbyterian University in São Paulo, grappling with solder and molten iron, voltmeters and ammeters, endless numbers and calculations, and a sense of frustration that became ever more oppressive. It was at this point that the Pró-Arte Free School of Music was founded behind the Consolação cemetery. Its director, a German by the name of Koellreutter, preached a complicated system based on dodecaphonism or the twelve-tone technique. Karabtchevsky made up his mind once and for all: he chose music.

He devoted himself entirely and tirelessly to his studies, from morning to night, and in five years he learned what would normally have taken ten. He needed new surroundings, to feel and live the old traditions: so he left for Europe in 1958, two years after putting together an ensemble that would go on to have a real impact on the Brazilian musical landscape: the Madrigal Renascentista.

His life since then has been an endless round of concerts both here and abroad, but he still thinks he has much more to do. One thing he does know: He is as organically linked to music as an oyster to its shell.

He once went to talk to Adolfo Bloch at Manchete magazine about a plan to bring the Symphony Orchestra to sections of the population that hadn’t yet been reached by highbrow music.fn15 He said to Adolfo: why think about three thousand when we can reach thirty thousand? He gathered his staff together and put together a huge concert at the Monumento aos Pracinhas,fn16 with the Brazilian Symphony Orchestra, three military bands, cannons and bells: the main piece was Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. At first, he didn’t think it would work; he had always been nervous about crowds and large gatherings at concerts. However, as the final chords of the overture rang out, when the Russian national anthem broke through triumphantly, he saw the crowd rush toward him. And at the front, almost crying, was Adolfo Bloch.

Karabtchevsky thinks that what Brazil needs in order to reach musical maturity is a complete and radical restructuring of music teaching, not with the intention of training professional musicians, but rather as a way of fostering future generations who will listen to music with genuine pleasure.

He was much criticized at the time of the concert, which included pieces by Chico Buarque: purists were appalled. Karabtchevsky’s intention was not to create some sort of symbiosis of popular and highbrow music, but rather to attract a young audience, eager for new experiences. The concert with Chico was an attempt to do just that, to open up such a path.

November 17, 1973

THINGS PEDRO BLOCH TOLD ME

1. What people call my kindness is perhaps my harmony with the world. I am, by instinct, a collectivist. I hold the whole world inside me. I think every human being has a universal, unique and irreplaceable dimension. It’s through a feeling of respect for each human being, in every corner of the Earth, and through a liking for people, a liking for liking, that I find the universe reflected in every individual. Forgive me, but I even like those who don’t like me. But I also like those who do.

2. I don’t know if I am, as you say, a great doctor. I’m a well-known playwright, as the statistics confirm. But since I’m not particularly good at anything, I behave as if I were. When I treat a patient, I try to do the best I can. When I write a play, I believe I’m doing the most important thing in the world. But no, I’m not complete. Complete suggests fulfilled. Fulfilled means finished. Finished means not renewing yourself with every moment of life and of the world. I live by completing myself in others, but there’s still a piece missing.

3. The world is all of us, each and every one of us, and we’re responsible for what we have done to the world. Only once I had rebuilt myself would I feel entitled to rebuild the world.

4. To capture all the wonderful things said by children, you just need to have your ears attuned to what children say. I admit that I’m very proud to be “the man who writes down the funny things children say.” Children are on my wavelength. So much so that even the age difference doesn’t get in the way. That’s why when they come out with things like “the color pink is red … but very slowly”; “poor little train going up the Sugar Loaf … it thinks it’s a plane”; “the cat died … because the cat left the cat and only the cat’s body was left.” With children I learn everything that the wise men still don’t know.

5. I’m not an authority on voice rehabilitation. In the world we live in, with so much knowledge and such a constant stream of information, no one is an authority on anything. Just on ourselves. I feel a permanent, heavy responsibility. And that’s why I begin once again each day, at five in the morning, studying, questioning and seeking to learn from those who know more than me.

6. Yes, all my plays, around thirty, have been performed on stage. I’ve had the thrill of knowing that a play of mine has been staged, on the same day, on every continent in the world.

7. What do I think of love? I don’t think. I love. I thought: Miriam. People call self-love “love.” They call sex “love.” They call a whole bunch of things that aren’t love “love.” As long as humanity fails to define love, as long as we fail to understand that love is something that doesn’t depend on possession, on self-centeredness, on planning, on the fear of losing, on the need to have our own feelings requited, then love will not be love. What makes the world move in a constructive direction is truth. However provisional. Even though it’s more a path than a destination. Words smother everything: love, truth, the world. As long as a man fails to make a serious reckoning with himself, he will see the world through a distorted prism and will construct a world in which the moon takes priority, a world with more moon than moonlight.

8. I’ve noticed that people only decide to write their memoirs once they’ve begun to lose their memory. My memory is still quite good. As for a diary, it would be empty of me and full of the people I love. For this reason I prefer to write about them, rather than writing in a diary.

9. I once made a recipe for life that I think reveals a lot about me. To live is to expand, to illuminate. To live is to tear down barriers between men and the world. To understand. To realize that our cage is often ourselves, that we live polishing the bars of that cage instead of freeing ourselves. I seek to discover in others their unique and universal dimension. We can’t experience great moments all the time, but we can train ourselves to expect them. We are only what we do to others. We are the consequences of those actions. Perhaps the most important thing is not to triumph in life. Not to be fulfilled. Man must live by seeking fulfillment. Achieving fulfillment is like adding a full stop. I have a profound respect for humanity. An enormous respect for life. I believe in men. Even the con artists. I try to develop a sense of identification with the rest of humanity. I don’t swim in a pool if I have the sea. I like liking. Not doing … leaves me exhausted. I believe more in truth than in kindness. I think that truth is the quintessence of kindness, long-term kindness. I have flaws, but I try to forget them in my own way. “Saber olvidar lo malo también es tener memoria.”fn17

10. Do I believe in miracles? I only believe in miracles! There’s nothing more miraculous than the reality of each and every moment. I believe more in the supernatural. The supernatural would be the natural badly explained if the natural had an explanation. Gilberto Amado once quoted this remark of mine, so it must be right.

11. I can’t be praised for loving Miriam, because in her I have found all the women in the world. She accompanies me in everything I do. In work, she’s my best work colleague in matters of voice rehabilitation, and in life, in everything. She’s so lacking in egotism that she’s almost inhuman. I have never seen Miriam make a gesture, say a word or behave in a way that was not for the good of others. I wanted to marry her the moment I met her. But now I know her better, I would like to marry her again each and every day.

12. My plays are first endured, then written, then constructed. The architecture comes last. I only write what I have lived, felt and suffered in my own skin or from bathing in the stream of human life, even when my own problems have been overcome. Truth is always the greatest protest.

13. I could say that I like everyone … even myself.

December 15, 1973

SPIRITUALIST ANALYSIS

I have a new acquaintance called Maria Augusta, but for the purposes of her work as a medium, she uses the name Eva. She is a spiritual medium, a subject about which I know nothing.

Eva was brought to my house by a mutual friend. She gazed very calmly at my disorderly papers, scattered in one corner of the living room, a corner that was mine alone. She talked to me and said I was “as undisciplined as a wild horse.” I asked her how I ought to deal with this impossible horse. She replied that my first action should be to put reins on it—I wasn’t at all happy about that. I told her that almost any other action would be far easier for me to take.

Since Eva has a lot of experience of life and death, I listened attentively to her telling me that the first condition for me to find peace of mind was to accept the countless imperfections that I, like everyone else, have.

Eva spoke with an expressive beauty that I don’t know how to reproduce here. She advised me to “move forward” despite my imperfections. She said she found me very impressionable: “You need to have a cool mind and a warm heart. You have an internal dynamism that is somewhat violent and impulsive.” I was, she said, capable of doing excellent things only to sabotage them all. And that there was only one law: the law of cause and effect.

She said all this very seriously, and I listened with great curiosity. She, calm and clear, with her wide, moist eyes.

She also added that people waste a lot of their energy trying to be just like everyone else. Amen. She liked my “amen.”

I said that at times I’m impatient with other people. I tried explaining to her that I become intolerant with people who don’t understand me. Because basically, I’m very easy to understand. Well, at least I think I am.

A MOTHER’S WHIMS

She knew very well that she must always, and without the slightest interruption, display the extreme dignity one’s children require. She was, clearly, a mother worthy of the name.

But at times, that wild horse as Eva called her went off on a whim. Her latest one was when she was alone in the street and saw a man selling popcorn. So she bought a bag, and, walking down the street in full view of everyone, she ate popcorn. Which probably did not “become” her. How to convince them that as well as a mother she was also herself? And someone who demanded the freedom to eat popcorn in the street. Amen. (Today is the day for amens, it seems.)

FREE ADVERTISING

For anyone who writes almost all the time, the typewriter takes on enormous importance. I get angry with this personal assistant of mine or thank it for performing the role of reproducing what I feel so well: I humanize it.

A long time ago, when I started working as a professional journalist, I had a semiportable Underwood. I truly loved that typewriter: it lasted long enough for me to write seven books. And don’t forget that I went through draft after draft of everything I wrote. And that one of my books, for example, ran to nearly four hundred typewritten pages and went through eleven drafts because, to clarify to myself what I want to say, I write draft after draft. After seven books, which were more like twenty for the typewriter, the Underwood began to suffer from a kind of rheumatism. I then bought a portable Olympia. This one wrote five books, as well as all the many other things I was writing at the time. Then it seemed to tire and occasionally became unwell, needing a mechanic to help it continue. It soldiered on, but I grew weary of its tiny characters.

After that, I had a portable Remington, but when I typed, it made a terrible metallic clatter that wore me down. I swapped it with Tati de Moraes for an Olivetti that is a joy in terms of sound: muffled, light, discreet. I can type at night because it doesn’t wake anyone up. It doesn’t offend me with that sharp sound other typewriters have. I think that from now on, I will write only on that one. And if it gets tired, I’ll buy another one exactly the same. Since typewriters are like people and sometimes break down from sheer exhaustion, the ideal thing would be to buy another Olivetti as a spare, because I can’t allow myself the luxury of stopping writing. Typewriters, of whatever sort, are a mystery to me. I respect their mystery.

And I have returned, I don’t know why, to that old portable Olympia. When it comes to typewriters I’m very fickle.

December 29, 1973

ALL BECAUSE OF A TEAPOT WITH A CRACKED SPOUT

According to what I was told, this incident happened quite a long time ago. I was assured that it was true.

It went as follows:

Jane—28 years old—and Bob Douglas, 32, married to each other for four years, lived what people call happily, in Soho, London.

One late afternoon, as Jane was pouring tea for them both, Bob suddenly flew into a rage:

“I’m sick of seeing that old teapot with its cracked spout! I can’t bear it anymore!”

Jane, who was generally mild-tempered, replied equally furiously:

“Then go buy yourself a pretty teapot, if you have the money!”

Bob—and apparently it was the first “scene” they’d ever had—Bob left, slamming the door behind him. He was spotted later on in a pub, where he had no doubt gone to calm himself down—and after that, he was never seen again by anyone. Yes, he simply disappeared. Jane was astonished.

Much later, Jane found out from a mutual acquaintance that Bob had been seen in a bar in Paris. And that he had enlisted for five years in the Foreign Legion. The acquaintance promised to do his level best to get hold of Bob’s address in Paris.

As a Christmas present, she found out where Bob was living and wrote him an emotional letter. A reply duly came.

Bob deeply regretted the whole thing, including not having written to her: “Dearest, when I came to my senses, I did everything I could to avoid joining the Legion. Please my dear, help me to get out of it, or at least come and join me. I want only to be near you. I miss you terribly.”

Jane worked like a dog—fifteen hours a day, doing two jobs: by day as a barmaid in a pub, and by night in a nightclub cloakroom.

Until she had scraped together enough money to go to Paris. But her efforts (which also involved eating very little) proved to be in vain: Bob had already been taken to North Africa. Jane implored the Foreign Legion officials at the Quai d’Orsay to discharge him. She wept. She also wept because she was ashamed to explain that the reason was not some great tragedy: it was all because of a teapot with a cracked spout.

But who would believe her? They listened to her politely and told her that, in accordance with the rules, she would only get her husband back in five years’ time.

All that remained for her to do was to return to London and work, work, work, saving her pennies to pay for her passage on a cargo ship to Sidi Bel Abbès.

Her bank account was beginning to grow when Jane received another letter from Bob: “Dearest, I am in the depths of despair. I’m being sent to Indochina.”

However, all this fear and despair made Bob ill, and he was hospitalized. His comrades departed without him; many of them died at Dien Bien Phu. Jane tried to enlist in the International Red Cross and the merchant marines. Without success.

One month later, having been deemed fit to travel, Bob was shipped off to Indochina. As the ship passed through the Suez Canal, he and four Italians jumped overboard.

The Egyptian police arrested them for illegal entry. In London, Jane begged and implored the Foreign Office to rescue her husband from the mess he’d got himself into. She talked so much that she ended up telling the truth that seemed like a lie but wasn’t:

“All this,” she explained in embarrassment, “all this happened because of an old teapot with a cracked spout.”

I’m absolutely livid that I don’t know the end of the story, and, I imagine, so are you.
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December 29, 1946

THE HOME

There are four chairs in the sitting room. Four dark chairs around the small table. In the center of the table the pitcher. On the terrace the tablecloth is drying in the night breeze. The clock in the square chimes One. Two. Four. Eleven strokes ripple out toward to the abandoned bridge. In the corner of the sitting room the square piece of furniture—is it a shadow? or a piece of furniture?—on which sit the diminutive cigarettes, the stubbed-out cigar, the empty glass, and the monumental bottle of nerve pills. In the hallway the chilly linoleum. The long hallway. In the dining room the empty table. The stack of gleaming plates. The wind blowing in through the open window, danger. Down below, the dry sidewalk, the curve of the trees. In the glass cabinet the teacups. Two stale slices of cake. The trapped fly fell asleep against the glass. Or it’s dead, danger. High above, the lamp rejoices. The kitchen … The pot of cold coffee. The warm smell of garbage, the wind coming in through the blinds. The head of a chicken, danger. The empty stove—what does it remember? Water dripping from the faucet. Light from the streetlight shines on the cooking pot, ah. The drip drip of water. The aspirin on the kitchen table? What a mess, what a mess. In the bathroom the darkness and the toothpaste. And from the shadows the fantastical bathtub, danger. The pants on the wash line? The gleaming doorknob, two large metal cups and a smaller one, tipped over? Tipped over … In the hallway the bear and the doll in the bedroom … in the giddy peace, the family sleep. The clock in the square chimes One. Two. Five. Nine. Twelve strokes. I slip away silently and pass through the carefully closed window. The woman sighs. The moonlight, danger. Ah.

THE VIRGIN’S BALLET

Plump, her pouting mouth stern and full of a sensual gravity. Bare feet.

“She’s really extraordinary, you know, sometimes she cries out of sheer boredom,” says the humble mother of this rare pearl.

But it won’t be merely on a whim. It will be out of a kind of grand eccentricity, an ample unfolding, the fields fast asleep, it will rain later. Perhaps she’s lazy and cruel, perhaps; I don’t know. She’s a little ridiculous—in fact that’s the only way of understanding her personality. She listens to people talking about her and stares blankly up at the ceiling. We are the visitors. In the presence of other women she feigns a calm disdain that is, alas, entirely sincere. Then she looks at us with vast, sweet cruelty, and waits. She waits. And waits. Such indifference. Such majesty. Such warmth. See, she stretches out one white hand and kills a fly! With a very brusque Spanish flourish. After a moment in which we stare at her in terror, she can hold back no longer—her sharp gleaming teeth appear joyously in a pitiless, childish smile, filled with a Madonna’s grace—it is then that she is, piercingly, poignantly, ridiculous.

THE WISE MAN’S LICENTIOUSNESS

It didn’t actually happen.

The child was playing in the backyard air. At the window appeared the tragic face smeared with moisturizer—the mother shouted: Catarina! The silent and delicate child. Catarina!—It was only an instant: am I Catarina? asked the wise man at his window. Catarina was spinning around playing in the wind. Gingerly, the man became Catarina, ran into the house, discovered the reclining woman with her face covered in moisturizer, leaned so close to her that her perfume almost choked him, made him do a little pirouette of pleasure and nausea, and he danced around the room lifting the flaps of his somber jacket. The woman on the chaise longue stirred. He stopped and, still panting, adjusted his glasses: he thought, he ran, he thought, such a wind! he went to the child’s bedroom, where the wallpaper reigned, the doll waltzed with the man, the doll’s legs performing different steps, and the chamomile stuffing spilled out from her torn foot. He returned on tiptoe and, still panting, breathed on the moisturized woman who lay there, her eyes bitter, waiting for beauty to arrive. He became more serious, began to play thoughtfully with the slender fingers of the woman who sighed impatiently: he separated the woman’s little finger from the others, stroked it with a mixture of good humor and sadness. Suddenly there she was at the window: Catarina! The child stopped spinning and listened. He was startled, he gazed in astonishment at the book lying open on the table. The real Catarina ran like a light shadow toward the house. The woman had remained at the window, her face hard, deeply offended. Haughty, inscrutable. The wise man laughed softly and shook himself and said in a somewhat weary, knowing voice: Oh, I know who you are.

SORROW


Soaring over the grubby rooftops

You drag your broken wing in flight

Above the church the waves of chiming bells

Reject you panting in the sand

You can no longer bear the embrace

Love presses your wounded wing

You leave screaming through the air in horror

Blood trickles down the chimney

Fly, fly to the terror of solitude

Perch on the rock

Lay down the wounded being nestled in your body.

Your more innocent wing was wounded.

But the City fascinates you.

Pale and lugubrious, you insist on

Carrying the thing that has become most precious

You hover over the rooftops like a black vulture

Your wing weighs palely as night descends

In pale terror

You persist and fly over the dark Fortified City

Chapel bridge cemetery closed shop

Dead park sleeping forest.

A sheet of newspaper floats in a forgotten street.

Persevering you fly over the dark Fortified City

Such silence in the square tower.

You peer down at the unbreached fortress.

Do not go down

Do not pretend the pain has gone

No point in denying a broken wing

Fallen archangel, you have nowhere to land

Flee, fear, there’s still time

Slowly, painfully unfurl your injured wing

Flee! give the wound its measure

Plunge your wing into the sea.



February 2, 1947

THE BOY


Beyond the ear there is a sound

At the corner of the eye a view

On the edge of exhausted breath the air

At the tips of the fingers an object

That is where I am going.

At the tip of the pencil the outline.

Where thought expires there is an idea

At the last breath of joy a joy

Beside the tolling bells a silence

At the tip of the sword the spell

That is where I am going.

At the tips of the toes the jump.

It seems like the story of a boy

Who went away and did not return.

That is where I am going.



THE HAPPY OLD LADY

The old lady is smartly dressed, and is wearing a discreet piece of jewelry. From beneath her disguise of wrinkles emerges the clear shape of a nose lost in age, and lips that must once have been full and sensual. But it hardly matters. One reaches a point when what didn’t happen doesn’t matter at all. A new race takes over. An old woman cannot communicate: since there was no seat in the middle of the carriage, she had sat to one side. Threatened or threatening; hard, unnoticed. When the train started to move, she was slightly surprised: she wasn’t expecting it to go in that direction and found herself sitting facing backwards. I sense her awkwardness and ask:

“Would you like to swap places with me, Senhora?”

Surprised by my politeness, she says No, thank you. It’s all the same to her. But she seems ruffled. She has changed imperceptibly like the light inside the carriage as the train reached open country. She touches her brooch, hesitates, then her hat, hesitates again. Curt. Offended? Finally, she asks me whether I myself would like to change places. I say not at all, I’m surprised, she’s surprised for the same reason—one doesn’t expect favors from a little old lady. She smiles slightly too much and her powdered lips split into dry furrows: she’s charmed. And a little agitated.

“You’re so very kind,” she says, “and thoughtful too,” and she continues to laugh.

“So very kind,” she says again.

She recomposes herself rather quickly, folds her hands on top of her handbag. Her wrinkles, while she was laughing, had made some sense. Now they were once again incomprehensible, superimposed on a face that was once more immutable. But I had disturbed her tranquility. It was clear that she might smile at any moment, and that disturbed my tranquility too. I’ve already seen many a nervous young woman say to herself: if I laugh any more I’ll spoil everything, I’ll look ridiculous, I must stop—and yet it’s impossible. A very sad situation. And I had put the old lady on her guard. Now she was one of those little old ladies who seem to think they’re always late, that they’ve missed their appointment. A moment later, she could contain herself no longer, and got to her feet to peer out the window, as if being seated were intolerable.

“Did you want to open the window, Senhora?” a young man asked, moving toward her.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, terrified.

Oh no, no, I thought, he’s ruining everything, the young man shouldn’t have said that, it’s too much, it’s wrong to touch her again, I thought, watching her attentively. Because the old lady, almost on the point of losing the composure that sustained her, almost on the point of losing her bitterness, was hovering between a smile and great delight:

“No, no, no,” she said, with false authority, “certainly not, thank you. I just wanted to look.”

She immediately sat down as if our politeness were watching her. But she was extremely agitated and smiling. She seemed somehow debilitated. Her smile revealed her to be one of those little old ladies with a lot of teeth. The dislocated cruelty of teeth. The young man sat down again. She opened and closed her eyes. Suddenly she tapped my leg with her fingers, very quickly and softly:

“Today everyone is being so wonderfully, wonderfully kind! So thoughtful, so very thoughtful!”

I laughed. She sat there smiling, not taking her deep, empty eyes off mine. Come on, let’s go, they chided her from all sides and she glanced here and there as if she had to choose. Come on, let’s go! They were laughing and pushing her from all sides and she shook herself, cheerful, polite.

“Everyone on this train is so very kind,” she said.

Suddenly she sought to regain her composure, pretended to clear her throat, pulled herself together. It must have been difficult. She was afraid she had reached a point where she would be unable to stop herself. She held herself together with tremulous rigor, closing her lips over her innumerable teeth. But she didn’t fool anyone: her face betrayed a hopefulness that troubled the eyes watching her. I have a friend who would have been embarrassed. But she no longer depended on anyone: Once they had touched her, they could leave—left alone, she glowed faintly. She still wanted to say something and was already preparing a friendly nod, a gesture full of her former elegance. I was wondering if she would be able to express herself. She seemed to be thinking, thinking, and tenderly trying to locate a ready-made thought that might just accommodate her feelings. Then she said, with the care and wisdom of age, as if this were the only way she could speak as an old woman:

“Young people. Such kind young people …”

She laughed a little artificially. Was she about to have hysterics? Because she was behaving very oddly. But she again sternly cleared her throat, drummed her fingers on the seat as if instructing the orchestra to prepare a new score. She opened her handbag, took out a piece of newsprint, and unfolded it until it became an entire sheet of newspaper dated the preceding week. She began to read.

As I was about to jump off the train, I saw her there between two suitcases. In the gap between the porter’s cap and a young woman’s nose, she was sleeping stiffly, her head bolt upright, one fist clutching the newspaper. That flower-shaped brooch. I got off the train.

Of course, it doesn’t matter in the least: there are people who are always inclined to feel remorse; it’s a common trait in certain guilt-ridden natures. But for hours, in the new city, I couldn’t stop imagining the old woman waking up—the image of her frightened face on seeing my empty seat opposite her. After all, who knows, perhaps she had fallen asleep because she felt she trusted me.

ON THE EDGE OF BLISS

When we see, the act of seeing has no shape—it’s what we see that has shape. The same goes for a certain kind of “higher” thought. In itself—as an act of thinking—it has no shape. It’s how real thought thinks itself, this kind of thought achieves its objective in the very act of thinking. This doesn’t mean, in such cases of “higher thought,” that one thinks vaguely or gratuitously. It so happens that primary thought—as an act of thinking—already has a shape and is more easily transmissible to itself, or rather, to the person thinking it; and for this reason (i.e., having a shape), it has a limited range. Whereas so-called “higher” thought, as a construct of pure thought, is free. (Which is not the same as “vague” or “gratuitous.”) It’s free to a point where to the thought’s own thinker it appears to have no author. Bliss shares precisely this characteristic. Or rather, such free and higher thought leads to bliss. Bliss begins at the moment the act of thinking liberates itself from the need to have a shape. Bliss begins at the moment the thought exceeds its author’s need to think, and the author sees that he is close to the “greatness of nothing.” One could say: “of everything.” But “everything” is a quantity, and quantity has a limit in its own beginning; and observing “everything” leads to thinking about a defined object; true greatness is the “nothing,” which has no barriers and where man can expand his thoughts. Expand his thoughts until they are out of sight, and until the man is faced with his own thoughts—the look, the look that looks. And which doesn’t even see. Expand his thoughts until the man is, vis-à-vis his own thoughts, an “object,” “incapable of thinking.” This bliss in the presence of nothing can equally be said of being in the presence of God. God begins at a certain point in thinking. This assertion is not in itself either secular or religious. A mystic would recognize it. And none of this involves the problem of God properly speaking. It concerns the thoughts of man, and the way in which these thoughts can reach an extreme degree of incommunicability—which, at the same time, for the man in question, is the point of greatest communicability.

(Sleeping brings us very close to these thoughts. We’re not talking about dreams, which, in this case, would be a primary form of thinking; we’re talking about “sleeping.” In some ways sleeping is abstraction.)
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December 1961

“THE ART OF NOT BEING GREEDY”

“Moi, madame, j’aime manger juste avant la faim. Ça fait plus distingué.”fn1

SILENT NIGHT, HOLY NIGHT

In Natal, Rio Grande do Norte, I woke up in the middle of the night, feeling as calm as if I were waking from a peaceful insomnia. And I heard that air music I’d heard once before. It’s extremely sweet and has no melody, but is made up of sounds that could be arranged into a melody. It floats, uninterrupted. The sounds are like fifteen thousand stars. I was sure I was capturing the most elemental vibration of the air, as if the silence were speaking. The silence was speaking. It was a soft, constant, flawless treble, all shot through with horizontal and slanting sounds. Thousands of resonances that had the same height and the same intensity, the same absence of haste—happy night. It resembled a long veil of sound, with variations only of light and shade, sometimes of thickness (when, as it catches the wind, a piece of a veil doubles over itself). It’s incredibly beautiful, impossible to describe since no word exists to describe that silence. One doesn’t feel the author’s presence; angels in countless groups, impersonal as angels, anonymous as angels. When silence manifests itself, it does not speak: it manifests itself in silence. As if we were to ask: “What is the number 1357217?” Then this number takes a step forward and radiantly manifests itself as 1357217. That is the most it can possibly do: reveal itself. For the hotel room was filled with the choral chant of silence revealing itself. And this is how I was blessed. But I don’t want it ever again.

August 1962

AN ATTEMPT TO FEEL

It isn’t for us that the cow’s milk flows, and yet we drink it. The flower was not made to be seen by us, nor for us to smell its scent, and yet we look at it and we smell it. The Milky Way doesn’t exist so that we can know of its existence, but we do. And we know God. And what we need of Him we take. (I don’t know what God is called, but we can use the name.) If we only know very little about God, it’s because we need very little: we only have of Him that which is crucially enough for us; we only have of God that which fits inside us. (Our nostalgia isn’t for a God we lack, but rather a nostalgia for our own unfulfilled selves; we feel the loss of our impossible greatness—my unachievable future is my paradise lost.) We suffer from having so little hunger, although the little hunger we have is sufficient for us to feel a profound absence of the pleasure we would have if we were hungrier. We drink only the amount of milk our body requires, and we only see the flower as far as our eyes and their shallow satiety allow. The more we need, the more God exists. The more we are able, the more God will be there. And He lets us. (He was not born for us, nor were we born for Him; we and He exist simultaneously.) He is incessantly occupied in being, just as all things are, but He doesn’t prevent us from coming to Him and, with Him, becoming occupied in being, in an interchange that is as fluid and constant as the interchange of life. For example, He uses us in our entirety because there is nothing in each one of us that He, whose necessity is absolutely infinite, might need. He uses us, and does not prevent us from using Him. The ore lying in the ground is not responsible for not being used. We are very backward and have no idea how to benefit from this interchange with God—as if we had not yet discovered that milk can be drunk. A couple of centuries or perhaps a couple of minutes from now, we might say in amazement that God has always existed! It was I who barely existed—just as we might say about the oil that needed us to know how to get it out of the ground, just as one day we will mourn those who died of cancer without using the remedies that exist. (We certainly don’t still need to die from cancer.) Everything exists. (Perhaps creatures from another planet already know these things, and live in an interchange that is natural to them; for us, however, this would be “holiness” and would completely disrupt our lives.)

We drink the milk from the cow. And if the cow doesn’t let us, we use force. (In life and in death everything is legitimate.) With God we can also gain access through force. Even He, when He needs one of us in particular, will make his choice and overpower us. Except that my violence toward God has to be directed at myself. I have to bully myself so that I need more. It is in order to make myself so desperately bigger that I become empty and needy. Then I will have touched the root of necessity. The great emptiness within me will be my place of existing; my extreme poverty will be my great relief. I must bully myself until I have nothing, and need everything; when I need, then will I have, because I know it is justice to give more to those who ask for more, my demands are the size of me, my void is the measure of me.—One can also bully God directly, through a love that is full of rage. And He will understand that this irascible, murderous eagerness of ours is in truth our sacred and vital anger, our attempt to bully ourselves, the attempt to eat more than we can so as to artificially increase our hunger—in the thirst for life everything is legitimate, even the artificial, and at times the artificial is the great sacrifice we make so as to hold on to the essential.—But, since we are little and therefore only need little, why then is little not enough for us? It’s because we anticipate pleasure. Like blind people feeling our way, we sense the intense pleasure of living. And if we sense this, it is also because we disturbingly feel used by God, we disturbingly feel we are being used with an intense and uninterrupted pleasure—indeed our salvation in the meantime has been that at least we are being used, we are not useless, we are intensely put to use by God; body and soul and life exist for this: for someone’s interchange and ecstasy. We worry that we are being used at every moment—but this awakens within us the worrying desire to use also. And He not only allows this, but needs to be used, for being used is a means of being understood. (In all religions God requires to be loved.) In order to have, we need only to need. Needing is always the supreme moment. Just as when the most perilous joy between a man and a woman comes when needing is so great that we feel fear and agony: I cannot live without you. The revelation of love is a revelation of lack—blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the harrowing kingdom of life.

November 1962

MEMORY OF A DIFFICULT SUMMER

Insomnia made the dimly lit city levitate. Not a single door was shut and every window gave out its own hot light. Insects swarmed around the streetlights. Along the riverbank the tables, the few weary conversations, children asleep on laps. The wide-awake levity of the night would not let us go to our beds; we walked as slowly as nomads. We were part of the streetlights’ yellow vigil, and the winged insects, and the rounded, waiting hills, and the vigil of an entire celestial vault. We were part of the great waiting that, in and of itself, is what the whole universe does. Just as those other enormous insects had once drunk slowly from the waters of that river.

But within that great absolute waiting, which was the only possible way of being, I called for a truce. That summer night in August was made of the finest fabric of waiting, forever unbreakable. I wanted the night to begin at last to twitch slightly, to begin to die, so that I too could sleep. But I knew that the summer night neither fades nor dawns, it simply sweats in the warm fever of daybreak. And I’ve always been the one who has gone to bed, the one who has begun to die, while the night hangs there like a lidless eye. It is beneath the world’s great wide-open eye that I have prepared myself for sleep, wrapping my grain of insomnia, my allotted diamond, in a thousand layers of bandages like a mummy. I was standing on the corner and knew nothing would ever die. This is an eternal world. And I knew that I’m the one who must die.

But I didn’t want to die alone, I wanted a place that resembled the one I needed, I wanted them to welcome my inevitable demise. My deaths are not brought on by sadness—they are one of the ways in which the world inhales and exhales, the succession of lives is the breath of infinite waiting, and I myself, who am also the world, need the rhythm of those deaths. But if I, as world, agree to my death, then I, like the other thing I absolutely am, need the hands of mercy to receive my dead body. I, who am also the hope of redemption by waiting, need the mercy of love to save me and the spirit of my blood. Blood that is so black in the black dust of my sandals, and my head encircled by mosquitoes as if it were a fruit. Where could I seek refuge and rid myself of the pulsating summer night that had shackled me to its vastness? My little diamond had become so much bigger than me, and I could see that the stars too are hard and bright, and I needed to be the fruit that rots and falls. I needed the abyss.

Then I saw, standing before me, the Cathedral of Berne.

But the cathedral was also hot and wide-awake. Full of wasps.

APPROACH

If I had to give my life a title it would be: Searching for the Thing Itself.

December 1962

GOING BACKWARDS

Depersonalization as the stripping away of all that is pointlessly individual—the loss of everything you can lose and yet still be. Little by little peeling off your self, so carefully that you feel no pain, peeling away your self, like someone freeing himself from his own skin, his own characteristics. Everything that characterizes me is merely the way in which I am most easily visible to others and how I become superficially recognizable to myself. Just as there is a moment when M. sees that the cow is the cow of all cows, so he wants to find in himself the man of all men. Depersonalization as the great objectification of one’s self. The greatest externalization you can achieve. Whoever reaches himself through depersonalization will recognize the other under any disguise: the first step in relation to the other is to find within yourself the man of all men. Every woman is the woman of all women, every man is the man of all men, and each of them could present himself as a man wherever he sees fit. But only in a state of immanence, because only some people reach that point of recognizing themselves in us. And by the mere presence of their existence, they reveal ours.

That which is lived—and since it has no name it is uttered voicelessly—is the thing that I approach through the broad expanse of ceasing to be me. Not because I then find the name of the name and make the intangible concrete—but I designate the intangible as intangible, and my breath grows in size like the flame of a candle.

Gradual deheroization is the real task that labors away beneath the apparent task; life is a secret mission. Real life is so secret that its code cannot even be entrusted to me, and I’m the one who is dying of it; I’m dying without knowing of what. And the secrecy is such that only if the mission is fulfilled will I, in a brief glimpse, realize that I was entrusted with it from birth—all of life is a secret mission. My very own deheroization is subterraneanly undermining my whole edifice, achieving itself in my absence like an overlooked vocation. Until finally it is revealed that the life within me does not bear my name.

And I also have no name, and that is my name. And because I depersonalize myself to the point of not having my name, I answer every time someone says: I.

Deheroization is a life’s great failure. Not everyone succeeds in failing because it’s such hard work; you need first to climb laboriously until at last you reach the height from which you can fall—I can only achieve the depersonalization of voicelessness if I have first constructed an entire voice. It is precisely through losing your voice that you can for the first time hear your own voicelessness and that of others, and accept it as a possible language. Only then will my nature find acceptance, be accepted in all its fear and suffering, where pain is not something that happens to us, but is what we are. And our condition is accepted as the only possible condition, since it and no other exists. And since living it is our passion. The human condition is the passion of Christ.

Ah, but to achieve voicelessness takes such a huge effort on the part of the voice. My voice is the way I go in search of reality; reality, rather than my language, exists like a thought that isn’t thought, and I am, alas, driven by a need to know what the thought is thinking. Reality precedes the voice that seeks it, and just as the earth precedes the tree, the world precedes man, the sea precedes seeing the sea, so life precedes love, the body’s substance precedes the body, and in its turn language will one day have preceded the arrival of silence. I possess only insofar as I can name something—and that is the joy of having a language. But I possess much more insofar as I’m unable to name things. Reality is the raw material, language is the means by which I look for it—and do not find it. But it is by seeking and not finding that the things I did not know but instantly recognize are born. Language is my human effort. My fate is to search and my fate is to return empty-handed. But—I return with the unutterable. The unutterable can only be given to me through the failure of my language. Only when the word fails do I obtain what my language could not.

And there’s no point looking for a shorter path and trying to begin by already knowing that the voice has little to say, to begin by, first, depersonalizing ourselves. For the trajectory exists, and the trajectory is not merely a means. We are the trajectory. When it comes to living, you can never arrive early. The Via Crucis is not a detour, it’s the one and only path; we cannot arrive except through it and with it. Insistence is the effort we have to make, giving up is the prize. It is only reached when we have experienced the power of the voice and, despite having tasted power, prefer to give it up. Giving up has to be a choice. Giving up is the most sacred choice we make in life. Giving up is the human moment itself. And that alone is the glory of my condition.

Giving up is a revelation.

I give up, and I will have been a human person—it is only at the lowest point of my condition that it becomes my destiny. Existing requires of me the great sacrifice of not being strong enough; I give up, and here in my weak hand fits the entire world. I give up, and from that springs the only happiness available to my human poverty: human happiness. I know and I tremble—living leaves me so overwhelmed, living leaves me unable to sleep. I reach the point of being capable of falling, I choose, I tremble and I give up, and in finally submitting to my fall, unpersoned, with no voice of my own, without myself—everything that I do not have is mine. I give up and the less I am the more I live, the more I lose my name the more I am called, my secret mission is my condition, I give up and the more I remain ignorant of the password the more I fulfill my secret, the less I know the more the sweetness of the abyss becomes my fate. And then I can adore.
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May 1968

TRANSLATING AND NOT TRADUCING

Tati Moraes and I translated a play by Lilian Hellman for Tônia Carrero to put on.fn1 Doing the translation was an enormous pleasure, even though, from the outset, I had to be chivvied by Tati, who is my inexorable taskmaster in various domains, both work and otherwise. But Tônia, you can’t imagine the painstaking work it takes to translate a stage play. Or rather, judging from your intelligent suggestions, you can very well imagine. First, with translating there’s always the danger that you’ll never finish: the more you read and reread the dialogues, the more you fiddle and refiddle. Not to mention the need to stay faithful to the author’s text, and then, of course, there’s the Portuguese language, which doesn’t easily translate certain typical American expressions, and that demands a looser adaptation.

And then we had to keep reading the play out loud so that we could hear how the dialogues sounded. They had to be colloquial, and, depending on the circumstances, sometimes more formal and sometimes more relaxed.

As if this weren’t enough, each character had his or her own “intonation,” and for this we needed to find appropriate words and tone. On the subject of intonation, an unpleasant thing happened to me during the translation. From thinking so much about American characters, I “acquired” an intonation in my voice that was entirely American. I started singing my words, the way an American does when speaking Portuguese. I complained to Tati, since I was already fed up listening to myself, and she replied with heavy irony: “You’re obviously a born actor.” But I think every writer is a born actor. In first place, the writer takes on the role of themselves and really inhabits the part. A writer is someone who tires easily, and ends up feeling slightly bored with herself, since her intimate contact with herself is, of necessity, too prolonged.

It was great fun translating this play for Tônia. Unlike what happened when a play by Chekhov fell into our hands. It came at a time when I was feeling slightly depressed. Then I found out that Tati was going around consulting friends as to whether they thought I ought to take on the main character, since the character was far too similar to me. The conclusion was that I should do it, because it would do me good to act, and it would be good for me to see my own face, as in a mirror. That it would do me good to deal with a character whose tragic sense of life ends up driving her to despair. We translated Chekhov, with tremendous effort on my part, for he seemed to be describing me. Then for reasons beyond our control the play passed into the hands of other people and we lost sight of it. One of the reasons was that the director wanted to interfere too much in our translation. We don’t mind the justified interference of a director, which so often clarifies things, but our differences were much more serious. Among other things, he thought that instead of “anguished,” we should use the expression “down in the dumps.” Tati and I didn’t agree: a Russian character, especially one of that era and social background, would not say “down in the dumps.” They would talk about anguish and destructive boredom.

Although, to tell the truth, in modern terms, the character really was down in the dumps.

To make up for that disappointment, we translated Hedda Gabler, which was not only immediately performed in São Paulo, but also won us that year’s prize for the best translation, something that filled us with justifiable professional pride. My God, a medal!

I had the amusing pleasure of translating an abridged version of a book by Agatha Christie, commissioned by Tito Leite, director of Seleções magazine. Instead of reading it first in the original, as I always do, I read it as I translated it. It was a detective novel, I didn’t know who was the murderer, and I translated it in a great hurry, since I couldn’t bear the suspense. The book quickly sold out.

Yes, I translate, but I’m terrified of reading translations of my books. As well as feeling rather queasy about reading my own work, I’m also afraid of what the translator might have done with my text. A translation of two of my books into German didn’t pose any problems: I don’t understand a word of German, and the whole thing was very easy—I couldn’t even read the reviews and comments sent to me by the publisher. But when a book of mine was translated into English, by Knopf in the United States—the book turned out to be a thing of beauty, good even to the touch—it was an entirely different matter. I knew that the translator, Gregory Rabassa, was one of the best—he had won that year’s National Book Award in the United States—plus I can read English. I called myself sternly to order, and sat down to the task of reading myself. The translation struck me as very good. But I stopped, overcome by the nausea of rereading myself. The translator, a university professor of Portuguese and Brazilian literature, had written a long introduction about Brazilian literature. He came to the strange conclusion that I was even more difficult to translate than Guimarães Rosa, because of my syntax. Fear not: in this column I make an effort not to use the kind of syntax that is natural and personal to me. Somewhat embarrassed, I had already forgotten what syntax meant. I asked a friend, who explained to me: syntax is the way in which words are arranged within a sentence. I was a bit baffled and suspected it couldn’t only be that: a word as serious as syntax couldn’t mean something so simple. I have the greatest respect for grammar, and I never intend to meddle with it deliberately. When it comes to writing properly, I do so more or less by ear, by intuition, since what’s right always sounds better.

June 1968

THE ETERNALLY BREASTFED

In terms of homes for the elderly, what currently exists still doesn’t suit most people. At the present time, as far as I know, the choice is limited to two alternatives: either a charitable institution for paupers, or, I’m told, a luxury retirement home, at a price. But where do the elderly middle classes go? Growing old means being stuck with two or three habits distilled from an entire lifetime, and I don’t really see how someone who has lived their life in a certain manner is suddenly going to be exactly thrilled to be confronted by something entirely new. Finding themselves, for example, among old folk who were once the great adventurers of the streets and whose lurid tales unsettle the homely old man whose one wish in life is to chew over whatever is his own: being old is not the time to receive lessons in life; it’s too late to learn new truths. And that’s what would happen if the petit bourgeois old man were to find himself in a home for the poor.

Or indeed, imagine him in a luxury retirement home? Among old ladies who hold their heads erect with the aid of diamond chokers, and sip their tea just as they did as children? Being old is not the time to be humiliated, to be overwhelmed by etiquette and moribund manners. Our old man would feel like a clumsy boy, always making gaffes, chewing too noisily, and making inopportune jokes.

There ought to be various types of homes for the elderly.

The person, while still in full vitality, would go around visiting a few, familiarizing themselves, even spending a weekend or two in one home, and then in another. Because even when in the prime of life, it’s impossible to guess what type of older person you will be. The still-youthful man of today—how is he to know if he will turn into an old man who only feels comfortable if he has a cane and a little bell to ring for attention? How is the calm young lady of today, mindful of her duties and respectful of everything to do with order, how is she to know whether, in old age, she won’t give herself ironic liberties, a way of smiling that intrigues young men, or become an old woman who doesn’t brush her hair, who leaves a cigarette dangling from one corner of her mouth, and embarrasses the whole family with her newfound wisdom?

Who’s to say that the austere gentleman of today won’t need to utter obscenities in order to maintain his interest in life?

Old age is the last chance for grand declarations, and these, almost always kept secret, bloom as a late surprise. No one knows, therefore, what type of retirement home they will need.

Besides, even with a well-chosen retirement home, there are still so many uncertainties. You might pack luggage for a ten-year stay in old age, and have no need of it a year later.

Or then there is the opposite, as I was told recently about a little old lady. She went into a nursing home for poor people at the age of one hundred and seven. Time went by. She filled her days with living. There was nothing else left to do. She is still there today, aged one hundred and fifteen. Ever smaller, ever more succinct. A hundred and fifteen is a ripe old age: “are you sure she isn’t mistaken, or lying, or getting muddled in the head?” I asked. The person said they too had their doubts, but had been assured, admittedly without documentary proof, that it was indeed true. And one of the proofs was that in the same old people’s home was a gentleman of eighty-two, from the same part of the country as the one-hundred-and-fifteen-year-old woman. And he had been breastfed by her … The old man’s mother couldn’t produce milk and he had been wet-nursed by the little old lady, then youthful and buxom. And there, in the same home, was the breastfed baby who won’t give the lie to this story.

If old age is a return to infancy, at least this case is a real return to the point of departure. Whether the old man of eighty-two was happy with the reunion we cannot know. For they say that the little old lady of one hundred and fifteen considered herself suitably entitled to scold him for no reason. Unexpectedly, in a retirement home for poor people, he found himself back in a family environment. We do not know whether family was what he wanted. Perhaps a solitary and carefree old age was his ideal; perhaps he—who had been wet-nursed and bossed around his whole life—merely wanted his little freedoms, his wordless mutterings, a sparrow’s life perched on a park bench?

July 1968

DAYS FLYING BY, AT TYPING SPEED

I was made for lying. And I’m telling the truth when I say that. But it’s never too late to lie. I deceive whoever I need to deceive and, since I know I’m deceiving them, I say some harsh truths about them to myself. I don’t deceive my children, or only to protect them. And protecting when necessary is as good as telling the truth. Other people also deceive me. Or simply lie, or make a promise and then forget. A friend promised to give me a bust of a mutual friend who had died: he’s sure to forget. And this too is a way of lying. Or is it? No.

There was one Saturday when Elsie Lessa threw a vatapá party at her home.fn2 I arrived so late, for reasons beyond my control, that almost everyone had already left, but I still ate some vatapá. Followed by couscous, which my cook doesn’t know how to make and which I cannot refuse. And that’s life; the days fly by. I left shortly afterward because a friend was waiting for me to go see Fernanda Montenegro.fn3 Fernanda, who spends her life pretending to be someone else on stage, doesn’t lie. My friend, the one I went to the theater with, doesn’t lie either. What I would now like to know is why I am so interested in truths and lies.

The play left me feeling stunned. It was The Homecoming, by Harold Pinter. The swear words, which I neither say nor know how to say, didn’t shock me. But I was so churned up inside that I had to go and brush my hair at intermission. They say men find the play’s plot harder to handle than women. Yet it revolves around the sordid return home of a woman who is rather easy with her favors. And at the time I wasn’t even sure if I would have the courage to see it through to the end. I went to sleep feeling very troubled. And I woke up feeling glad to be home.

The applause at the end of the performance sounded startled. I was told that one man got up to leave halfway through, unable to bear it. And that his wife hissed at him: wait for me outside, if you want. And she stayed. I don’t know why, but today I wanted to write something very strong, but I’m feeling weak and a little languid. I’m writing in the morning. And today is so very Saturday. I’m going to have a nap after lunch. At typing speed: a friend is coming to have lunch with me. I’m not a particularly witty person but she thinks everything I say is witty. She’ll be happy when she finds out that we’re having coconut today, I don’t know in what form: the cook wants it to be a surprise for me. And so the days fly by. Where is my strength today? Will it come in the dreams I have while snoozing after lunch? In my dreams, I’m very strong. I’m well aware that this is neither a crônica nor a column. For once, I don’t think it matters: the days fly by, the typewriter flies too. But if I were a real cronista, I wouldn’t lack for subjects!

My fellow cronista is very meek and mild at the moment. And while in some ways, he is meek and mild, in others, he is extremely firm. He went with me to Elsie Lessa’s house and was then due to give me a lift to the house of the friend I went to the theater with. And I was rushing him. Until he warned me that if I nagged him too much, he would delay me by having another whiskey. To which I could only smile. So I smiled. He kept his word; we didn’t stay much longer. He is, also, my adviser. When I can’t make a decision, I phone him and he tells me what to do. He’s always right. The last time I asked his advice was about a contract with a foreign publisher. He may be the only poet I know with common sense.

The bust of that dead friend of mine, the one I might or might not be given, was sculpted by Ceschiatti.fn4 He tried to “do” my head when he was staying with us in Berne. I had a lot of fun posing for him because I asked permission to sculpt another woman on the back of the head he was sculpting. But Ceschiatti didn’t like the head he made of me, and he’s the sort who needs to be satisfied with his work. In Switzerland we had a terrace where, in one corner, we kept the coal to heat the house which had no central heating. And Ceschiatti ended up throwing my head onto that pile of coal. I only forgave him because it looked rather pretty, that head half-cracked open among broken lumps of coal. The head stayed there for a long time with its statue eyes staring up at the sky. Then heavy snow fell, and the result was black coal, pure white snow and a cracked head. The image has stayed with me ever since. Thank you, Ceschiatti, for the head you didn’t like, for the rough black coal, for the snow that fell in silent flakes. I don’t know which of the three was more me. The cracked head with eyes staring up at the snow falling from the sky. No, I think it was the dark, black, brittle coal. Does friável (brittle) have an accent? I think it does.

On the Sunday following that Saturday trip to the theater, José Américo Pessanho, Professor of Philosophy, dropped by for a few minutes. A student of his had asked him to give me two pages of questions about me. I don’t honestly know that much about myself, and besides, I was about to go out. Why do people ask questions? Why do they want to know? I, for example, don’t want to know anymore.

I’m going to stop now because today is Saturday and I am, as I said, feeling very weak. Being weak isn’t a bad thing. I guess I’m going to get talked about because of this crônica. But it really doesn’t matter anymore. And I don’t say that out of disrespect for other people’s opinions. It’s because on Saturday mornings the importance of all things is extremely relative.

August 1968

WE NEED TO CLIMB THE MOUNTAIN

Gone astray

She’s young, goes to university. I won’t say her name, but it could be the equivalent of Angela. She was said to be slightly on the ugly side. Her father said she was cute. I can well imagine her: she must be this modern kind of ugly that’s now called pretty. She had been behaving strangely though. Then one day her parents found her off her head on alcohol. And they discovered a half-empty bottle of cachaça in her room. She had taken to drinking heavily. Why? No explanation. She does sometimes become very excitable, which suggests she might be taking drugs too. Her parents are enlightened people, but nothing they could say made any difference. She had become a hardened drinker, and when they took away the cachaça, she drank rubbing alcohol instead.

One day, her father came home from work and, finding her completely drunk, he lost his head and, in his despair, beat his daughter “almost to the point of killing her.” He scared even himself, saying: “She’s so fragile, so skinny.”

They took her to the psychiatrist, who recommended that she be hospitalized. The girl agreed. Only when they were buying pajamas to take to the clinic did she feel a sense of panic at being so utterly alone in this world, where neither father nor mother could help her: who’s going to the hospital with me? she asked. And her mother said sadly: the doctor wants you to get away from your family and be alone.

The situation so far: she begged the psychiatrist not to hospitalize her, and he agreed on condition that she promise to behave more reasonably. Let us be reasonable too. Going astray means leaving the path. Which path do the led-astray want to leave? Obviously the path that today’s world and their parents give them. And who can blame them? What they want is supersensation; mere sensation isn’t enough. And that’s nothing new: people have always sought supersensation, the human adventure craves both the highs and the lows. But it used to be controlled by society, by family. And how are we going to control teenagers now? We ourselves are bohemian in spirit, if not bohemian in actuality, but for our own peace and comfort we want bourgeois children.

Confessions of Teilhard

Henry de Monfreid, a writer and adventurer who deserves a lengthier article in his own right, often traveled with Teilhard de Chardin when they met in Ethiopia, as happened on several occasions.

But he refuses to divulge any confidences that Chardin might have made to him. “I can’t repeat them because I gave him my word of honor not to pass them on.”

Nevertheless, when pressed by his interviewer, Monfreid said there was one thing he could repeat. That on one occasion Teilhard was thinking aloud and added to what he said: “I spoke to God, not to men, because the ideas I have today should not be revealed, because humanity is not yet mature enough to receive them. As for me, I have reached the mountain peak and I can now see a horizon that the others, those who are still climbing behind me, cannot. And if I revealed to them what I have seen, they would risk losing the simple and sincere faith that sustains them at this moment and allows them to climb the same mountain I have climbed. This is why I must keep my ideas to myself, and why they should only come to light once humanity has evolved sufficiently to receive them.”

Verb and tense

Wilson Alvarenga Borges was introduced to me in one of the branches of Banco Nacional de Minas Gerais, which is also my bank. I don’t understand very much about banks, but seeing Wilson at work, it was clear to me that he occupies a very responsible post and acts with great efficiency. Working in a bank and being a poet? Well, why not? Wilson Alvarenga Borges strikes me as one of the most courteous and polite of men, and that comes directly from his soul, as does his shyness when he speaks to me. (At work, when he doesn’t know I’m watching him, he isn’t shy at all.) I remember once going to dinner at his and his wife Yolanda’s apartment. And they had a little bird and flowers, and everything there was filled with the shyness of someone who is kind and thoughtful, not someone who is afraid. Walmir Ayala was at that dinner too; he hadn’t yet grown the beard he now wears, which makes him look like a prophet.

Wilson has just sent me his new book of poems, O verbo e o tempo (Verb and tense), published by Porta da Livraria. I wanted to give you a little taste of his poetry:


With the passing hours my face

takes on the shapes of the silences

that engrave themselves upon me

to form the clear images my thoughts desire.

If I am to remain steadfast at my post

I must pour all my efforts into time

and let harmony help to clarify the verb,

so that grateful for that new understanding

I can allow myself to use those hours

to reconsider life and all the time conquered

in the long battles fought each day.

Allow me, then, to conquer my own dawn,

born of those silences and nurtured

in the love that has led me like a guide.



September 1968

LIKE FLOWERS FOR A FRIEND

I have some friends, a few, but they’re all very different from each other. The variety of their personalities delights and enriches me. However, they all share certain qualities: loyalty and frankness, for example. And from almost all of them I have received understanding, solidarity, and forgiveness.

But what about me? What do I give them? I don’t know, and I can’t even guess. Although I imagine I must have given them something in return, but that’s only because I know that friendship is an exchange. Without realizing it, however, I think I must have fallen short with one of my female friends. For she said to me on the phone: “You’ve already done so much for me and yet I have a favor to ask of you.” And, rather awkwardly, like a little girl, she asked me if I could write a few lines for her, just for her, to keep as a souvenir, and that she wouldn’t even show it to anyone else. What surprised me was the embarrassed tone in which she said this: the same tone some very young people use when they ask me to sign a book. Our close friendship should have made that unnecessary. Immediately after saying it, she changed her mind and said in a sad, constrained voice that she wanted to withdraw her request. That’s impossible, I said: her request had been heard and I would gladly write something for her. She said goodbye with the air of a child who has done something wrong. What should I write for you, Rosa? The help that you, as a friend, have always given me has never been for others to see. Whenever I’ve needed you I’ve always received words, companionship, comfort, friendship—and all for free, all given just to be given. Should I write some lines to you in private? Yet I was so charmed by the child in you, that tone of asking for an autograph that shy people sometimes use, you who have no need to be shy. Don’t be offended if instead of giving these lines to you privately, I give them in public: it’s okay, it’s entirely natural for you to want some souvenir of me. Therefore, Rosa, I give you these lines as if I were sending you flowers, and they are for you alone. It’s a pity they’re not as pretty as flowers. But the intention is, and the friendship is.

October 1968

BRAZILIAN COFFEE RITUAL. THE CREATION OF A CHARACTER

That’s an enormously long title, I know, but could we possibly leave out of the conversation the expression “the Brazilian coffee ritual”? Are we not as proud of our ritual as the Chinese, who have constructed a whole mystery around serving a cup of tea? We may not have China’s ancient civilization, but we do have some “habits” that are entirely our own.

This is a very long-winded way of saying that I’m incapable of “creating,” or even writing, so much as half a page without having a cup of coffee. And I’ve noticed that it’s the same with a large number of artists and intellectuals. What’s more, every time a man or a woman sets themselves a difficult task, even if it isn’t, strictly speaking, creative, they prepare themselves for it with a hot cup of coffee. I have also noticed that, when feeling tired after finishing a task, we ask as our reward a cup of coffee to be sipped very slowly.

I once talked to some teachers at a university in Rome, and they told me that during the war it wasn’t the shortage of food they found so painful and traumatic, but rather the lack of coffee and an accompanying cigarette. Why? What is it in this everyday drink that is so extraordinary and indispensable?

As a matter of fact I used to dislike coffee: I tried all the brands and none of them gave me the mental “wake-up call” I was hoping for. Unfortunately, I’m an impulsive person, which is sometimes a good thing, but not always. Anyway, that’s how, without really knowing why, I found myself indignantly phoning the Brazilian Coffee Institute. I was politely invited to speak to Senhora Maria Helena Unzer, who listened to my complaints and then asked me in the softest of voices: Do you know how to make coffee, Senhora? A little thrown, I replied with false bravura: Of course, doesn’t everyone? To which came the response: I’ll send a boy over to teach you the best way to make coffee.

And at nine o’clock the next day the bell rang and in through the door came an impeccably dressed and groomed individual wearing a very smart wool jacket—this was a source of some humiliation to me since I was still in my dressing gown. It was Senhor José Barbosa de Oliveira, who has two nicknames: “Mister Zé” and “the General.” The latter comes from the clothes he wears at international trade fairs when he gives classes on how to make coffee, or when he serves coffee to royalty and VIPs: on such occasions he wears either a jacket with gold epaulets or a tuxedo. Perfectly cut, I imagine. On such occasions he is the general. He travels abroad, and all the coffee served at international trade fairs is made by him, and it drives foreigners quite wild with joy, for they love their coffee as much as we do. He has served coffee to the king of Sweden, the president of Peru, President Lyndon Johnson, and celebrities like the late Elsa Maxwell, for whom he invented a coffee cocktail.

The way to make coffee is so simple I feel quite ashamed not to have known it:

For one quart of water, you need four heaped tablespoons of coffee (if it’s too dark, meaning it’s been burned, use less). While the water is boiling, warm the cups and the strainer with more boiling water. Then put the spoonfuls of coffee into the boiling water, stirring constantly and without letting it boil too much: bring back to the boil just once. Throw out the water used to heat the cups and strainer, pour the coffee into the strainer and from the strainer into the cups.

Then drink—and experience the rebirth of your will to live, feel, think, calculate, rest, and enjoy exactly what you’re doing—drinking a well-made cup of coffee.

The “General” gave me the coffee cocktail recipe privately—but when I asked, he graciously gave me permission to publish it. This cocktail was considered “in a class of its own” in a promotional competition open to all Italian bartenders, and that means a lot, because Italian bartenders are inventive, quick and intelligent.

The cocktail is as follows: an ounce of vodka, an ounce of sherry brandy, an ounce of Martini, half an ounce of strong coffee. Add sugar to taste and an olive. Serve well chilled. Thank you, General. Thank you, Maria Helena Unzer. I’m not saying that, from now on, I’ll be writing masterpieces, but certainly pieces worthy of a good cup of coffee.

MYSTERIES OF THE HUMAN SOUL

What I am about to tell you is still a mystery to me. I only know that it happened because it happened to me. And even today I can’t really understand it.

I had been badly burned in a fire and, since the extent of my burns was very severe, for three days, I hovered between life and death. The pain was so intense that the nurse told me: “I know the burns are severe enough to warrant morphine, but you can’t risk overdosing; you’ll have to bear the pain without any drugs.” It was during that period that the telephone rang, the nurse answered and asked me loudly if I felt able to speak to Senhora X. I didn’t have the strength, but since Senhora X must have heard the nurse asking the question, I could no longer say I was unable to speak. The nurse held the phone to my ear—both my hands were bandaged—and I said “Hello” to Senhora X.

What followed left me speechless. This lady, who had always treated me particularly well, and had even invited me to dinner at her home—this same lady, as soon as she heard my “Hello,” immediately exploded, as if she were barely in control of her voice, and it was in this shrill voice that she said:

“And I thought you only set fire to other people! I didn’t know that you could catch fire too! Well, I hope—do you hear—I hope you burn!”

Astonished and yet, for some reason, perfectly calm, I replied in the way you might to pacify a madman:

“Don’t worry, I’m well and truly burned.”

This did actually seem to pacify Senhora X. And as if satisfied to know that I was genuinely suffering, she changed her tone of voice completely and said fondly that her husband sent me his best regards, and they both wished me a speedy recovery. I thanked her politely.

But I was shocked. Why that sudden display of unsuspected loathing? It must have been entirely unconscious, for she herself didn’t realize that she hated me, and had even invited me to visit and showed clear signs of enjoying my company.

I recounted this telephone conversation to someone who understands the human soul well, and he explained to me that a sudden misfortune can, and often does, bring out either the best or the worst in a person. I genuinely forgave Senhora X, not out of kindness, but like someone forgiving another person who knows not what they do.

However, I will never forget the terrifying timbre of that voice wishing me pain and suffering: and that’s just one of our many possible human voices …

DEDICATION

This is the month for children. I dedicate it to a mother I know who is courageously bringing up a handicapped son, giving him all the love that every child needs to flourish. Sometimes I think that Children’s Day should also be Mother’s Day.

December 1968

MY SECRETARY

I am not the least bit lazy when it comes to writing. But I get very impatient when I have to copy something out, even things I’ve written myself. When I write, no matter how long the piece is, I’m so immersed in the task that I don’t even notice my back getting stiff. But when it’s time to make a clean copy, I find it so tedious that my back immediately starts to ache, and while I hardly ever make a typing mistake when writing, I make mistakes all over the place when I’m typing out a clean copy.

I’ve been so overwhelmed with work recently that I’ve barely been able to keep up. So I decided to do the following: I put an advertisement in the Jornal do Brasil seeking a secretary, male or female, to work for a writer. In the ad I said I would give preference to a college student, because it’s the ideal job for a student: they would only be with me for a few hours a day—leaving them plenty of time for studying, going to classes, and dating.

Well, you’ll be amazed. The wages I’m offering for this job could be termed a pittance. But my telephone didn’t stop ringing and I held face-to-face interviews with around forty young men and women who, even when they found out how little I was paying, implored me, with both eyes and words, to give them the job. I had a horrendous morning and afternoon of it. Selecting one candidate was extremely hard because all forty candidates were capable, intelligent and energetic. How on earth was I to choose?

I ended up choosing Maria Teresa, who goes by the nickname Tetê. Why did I choose Tetê? First of all, because she was just as capable as the others. Second, because she had read all my novels and was, therefore, familiar with my way of writing, and I could be sure she would do as I asked, when it came to copying out texts: not adding or removing anything, and respecting my punctuation, as I have a certain internal rhythm that forces me to breathe according to that rhythm. And the rhythm is set by the punctuation. It would be the secretary’s duty not to move so much as a comma without consulting me first.

Third, I chose Tetê because she was wearing a miniskirt. A good representative of modern youth. She was the only one in a miniskirt. Fourth, I chose her because I liked her voice. Some voices leave me feeling literally worn out. My Tetê has a very pleasant voice.

After the room had finally emptied, I was left alone with Tetê. I slumped into my armchair, exhausted and surprised. And I said to Tetê:

“Why did you all fight so hard for a casual little job like this?”

Tetê told me there was a huge lack of jobs, and almost all students were looking for work. Still surprised at her luck at being chosen, she asked me why I had selected her from among so many other capable, intelligent young people. I didn’t mention the miniskirt, nor her intelligence, which was obvious, nor her voice, nor her very affectionate way of asking: “Clarice, how are you?”

Well, Tetê has started working for me. She just works mornings. She doesn’t yet have experience of work in general, nor of working for me. But I will patiently teach her the things that will make her job easier. And make my second and third drafts easier too. For the time being, she doesn’t yet know the importance I give to commas and full stops: as I said, punctuation is the way I breathe in a sentence.

So far, Tetê has been punctual. The first day I invited her to have dinner with us so I could get to know her better. She was a little nervous, but I gradually calmed and reassured her as to her job security. This was because I had said to the other candidates that I would try Tetê out, and that they should phone me in three days to find out whether or not I would carry on with her. I reassured Tetê by telling her that the job was now hers, and not just for three days. I explained my little lie to her: I was giving a “teaspoon” of hope to the others, simply because I couldn’t bring myself to send them packing once and for all, since they were so eager both for the job and for the money.

I’ll stick with Tetê and, if I have enough money, she can keep on working for me even after she’s married: she’s engaged, you see, and is getting married soon.

My sons haven’t said anything to me, but Tetê is like a ray of sunshine coming into this apartment, with her miniskirt and her good humor: it’s impossible for them not to like her, and, as two teenage boys, they certainly notice when she comes in and out of the house. My two maids have already started addressing her informally and calling her Tetê, and she gets on very well with them, popping into the kitchen for a coffee now and then. She’s studying philosophy at the National Faculty of Philosophy, and has already worked for two years as a teacher at a school for children with special needs. And she’s clearly keen to please me.

The evening after hiring Tetê, I happened to be in Antonio’s Bar with Carlinhos Oliveira. I talked to him about the high unemployment rate and so on, and even asked if he wanted to devote one of his columns to the subject. But he said the subject was all mine.

So I’m going to tell you now my impressions of those forty students.

I simply felt hopeful for Brazil. I will never forget those young, eager, polite, determined faces. In the very near future they can be called Brazilian men and Brazilian women. Well, Brazil needs these pure, courageous young people. But for them to develop into valuable citizens, Brazil needs to grow more and provide them with protection. I had faith in my country, which may be very underdeveloped now, but it will one day grow and turn into the Brazil we all want and love. I want to see Brazil leave death and poverty behind and fulfill its true potential. I need a bigger Brazil to help me understand and love the world. Outside of Brazil there’s no hope for me. I was, until recently, the wife of a diplomat, and have experienced living in other countries. And it’s clear to me that I can only live and thrive in Brazil. Brazil gave me the Portuguese language, which is beautiful to work and write in. Despite the great writers of the past century, the language is still almost virgin, waiting for someone to possess it and make it even more malleable.

So thank you, Carlinhos Oliveira: the subject is indeed all mine. Like you, I love and respect Brazilian youth. As for my Tetê, I need her joy because I am a little sad. And it is so good, after one of my many bad nights, to see Tetê arrive at seven in the morning. Goodness knows how much time I’ve lost without Tetê. Through her, my happiness will return. It is good to live, it is good to love.

… Well. I was really rather hasty in today’s column. I wrote it while Tetê was still with me. Then two things happened: she didn’t have even the very minimum of experience needed for the job and ended up making an even bigger mess of my papers than me. I decided to replace her, but I didn’t even need to tell Tetê—she fled, terrified of those telltale piles of papers.

But now I have a real secretary. That is, someone who as well as being the human companion I want, is extremely competent. She doesn’t want me to print her name here. I will respect her request.

January 1969

LETTERS

Mother Maria Xavier, from Saint Ursula College, Rural University of Minas Gerais: there’s no need to thank me for agreeing to take part in the school’s Literary Competition. Since this is a favor for you, I don’t even consider it to be work, especially since you had the good manners to ask me for permission to reproduce extracts of my work: other people often reproduce whole books of mine without even asking. I would just say that I consider the theme given to the students a little vague: it isn’t easy to write about “tears” and “clouds.”

To the Brazilian Teilhard de Chardin Society, I would like to thank you for inviting me to take part in your course. I’m unable to at present, but I’m fascinated by Teilhard de Chardin and still intend to take one of your courses soon. Located at 119 Rua da Cascata, Tijuca, Rio de Janeiro, Guanabara, and the name of the president is Severino Sombra.

An envelope came from INTERMEET, 19th and H Street, N.W., Washington, D.C., U.S.A. But they forgot to put the letter inside and the carefully sealed envelope arrived empty.

It was impossible for me to attend the Women’s Magazine tea party at the Diário de Notícias: it would have been a pleasure. And, ill-mannered as I sometimes am, I completely forgot to tell them I couldn’t go because of a prior engagement.

Thank you for the O homem ao zero badge: “Rain or shine, the lion’s mine.”fn5 Unfortunately the badge doesn’t go well with any of my clothes.

My thanks to the cultural attaché at the French Embassy for inviting me to the avant-première of Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme starring my friend Paulo Autran, whom I greatly admire: I was, alas, unable to go.

Leon Eliachar invites me to a morning of book signings on the beach. I am very fond of you, Leon, but I was out of Rio on the morning of the book signings, which is a pity because the sun would have done me good.

José Nunes, Rio: “I loved your column today … I am always touched by what you write … my eyes brimming when you say ‘In order to salvage this full-moon dawn, I say unto you: I love you,’ and I am here to say that I love you too.” I can’t give you a list of my books since this column isn’t an advertisement. Send me your home address.

“Luciano,” you ask me not to publish your full name and you provide your full name and address, but I can’t reply personally because I’m very busy. You say I must receive many letters (I do), and you want yours to be different and for me to say: “I once received a letter from a student … but I don’t think I will succeed.” You’ve succeeded, Luciano, see? I hope you have passed your Medical School entry exam. No, you didn’t make any spelling mistakes. I give you my word of honor that it would be impossible for me to get you a job. Suggestion: look at the ads in the Jornal do Brasil; there must be something there for you. Thank you for the flower you are going to send me with your love.

Areovaldo Costa Oliveira, from Vitória, Espírito Santo: you say that you gave up a million fine things in the hope of one day being in the same room as Drummond and me. You say that both he and I are sad and that you are “resigned” to accepting our “sadness” and the “craziness of the world.” And you request in advance that I “keep a little place for me and another for Drummond in your skyrocket. I want to travel with you.” But what skyrocket, Areovaldo? I’m an earthbound creature. And you give me a beautiful present: “the pleasant air of the Penha convent and the surprise of seeing a distant, solitary star falling into the sea. You can decide not to accept it, Clarice, but I can’t keep all this just for me … I wrote a poem for you. I am waiting here for some words from you.” Sorry for the delay in my reply, and I want not just your poem but also the star in the sea. I am the sister of the Moon, but you do not need to be afraid, I don’t howl on the Russian steppes. When I can get hold of a skyrocket, I’ll tell Drummond and you. Thank you for calling me “beloved.” You are extremely kind, and I just hope that Drummond will read this too and find you equally lovable.

L. de A., from Cabo Frio. This isn’t the first time you’ve written to me and you write very well. The only reason I didn’t reply to you is, first and foremost, I’m a terrible correspondent. Second, or perhaps first, I don’t know how to give hope to a woman so full of life that she despairs at not having enough reasons to live, despite having five children, despite having “unexpectedly ended up in Cabo Frio” because her husband, an army general, has been working there for five years as an engineer. Think about how much you have, L. And that what you don’t have, no one has: an explanation for life. Thank you for the reproduction of Raphael’s Madonna, with a poem on the back by your friend of Ukrainian descent. The prayer is very beautiful, L.; see if you can bear living, because that’s what we were born for. And not everyone unexpectedly ends up in a place as beautiful as Cabo Frio.

And then there’s the letter from the novice who “was born to love other people” and for this reason entered a convent: “I would never have been able to limit myself to just one family, no matter how numerous.” “Every time I give myself, I receive myself anew. This renewal of myself gives me an indescribable joy and limitless love to bestow on others.” You end by asking for the titles of some of my books and a photograph of me. As for the books, the best thing is to see what you can find in bookstores. And believe me, I don’t have a single recent picture of myself. Thank you, and be happy too, as I can be. I can be so, so happy, my sweet novice!

And what of the anonymous letter that says it’s very easy to adore me? And this is from someone who doesn’t even know me. In response, anonymous silence.

Another letter from my already good friend Élcio Ferreira dos Santos, who gives me such pleasure by saying: “It’s so hard waiting for Saturday.” And gives me more pleasure by writing: “What a wonderful gift God has given you, that of knowing how to make so many people happy.” He says, in this sunniest of letters that warms me through and through, that he would like to offer me “an enormous rose garden.” Ah, Élcio, I’d die of happiness from so much perfume.

February 1969

BREATHING

Given the fact that my life is writing, people often ask me how I write. And from the expressive faces of those people, I sense that they are also secretly writing and struggling too. I cannot give lessons in writing since, for me, the process is entirely unconscious, until everything ripens and falls into place.

I don’t even really know how to write. Writing is about knowing how to breathe within the sentence. And how to put some silence both in the lines and between the lines, so that the reader can breathe with me, unhurriedly, adapting to my rhythm as well as to theirs, in a sort of indispensable counterpoint.

I’ve been trying to reach at least that stage, that of breathing within the sentence, since the age of seven. And without actually planning on doing so, I became a professional writer at the age of fifteen.

I’m not saying that the preparation has to be that long: some people might develop more quickly. My preparation consisted in learning to breathe, in not allowing myself to betray my own way of writing, which some people call style and which I call “natural style.” For this, I’m very grateful to my copy editor, who never changes anything, neither words nor punctuation. My copy editor limits himself to putting in the accents, which I’m always forgetting. A young man from Brasília came to Rio, and on his to-do list was to come and visit me and, as I understood him to say over the phone, he wanted to see me so that I could tell him if it was possible to make a living as a writer. Unfortunately, on the day he’d arranged to come, after lunch on a Sunday, I fell asleep, and the young man went away. I’m so sorry. Come and see me another day. But I can already tell you that, in Brazil, it’s practically impossible to live on what you earn from books. The solution is to become a journalist and have another job on the side: by accumulating side jobs you can cobble together the money you need to live reasonably well, financially speaking. In among all this work, you also have to find time to investigate your own literature.

A CALM, UNUSUAL MAN

Oliveira is a painter, principally of murals, and he lives and teaches in Brasília, I think.fn6 I’ve heard that Djanira likes his murals very much.

When he was here in Rio for two weeks, he asked me to sit for him. When I met him I was slightly startled: he was the first painter I’d met who actually wears a painter’s beret. Oliveira struck me as being a very calm man, but one whom nothing seems to escape. I’ve posed for painters several times in my life and, although I’m not sure why, I very much like sitting for painters, whereas I simply hate having my photograph taken. Each painter interprets me in his own way and through my face discovers another side of my soul. So much so that I greatly regret what happened with an artist I deeply admire. He said he was extremely interested in painting me, I said yes, but didn’t pursue the matter, instead waiting for him to telephone me. He didn’t phone, however, and told a friend of mine that I hadn’t shown any interest. We ran into each other again in Paris, in a hotel lobby, and again he expressed a desire to paint me, and again I said yes, that it would be an honor, and I waited. But he still hasn’t called me, and since this would be an unpaid commission, I’m no good at doing what he wants me to do, i.e., asking him myself. I’ve sat so often for artists and never paid them anything, since it’s always the painters who ask me to sit for them. Often the painters have kept the portrait, while others have given it to me: it’s important for the painter to know that he can keep the painting if he so chooses. And I very much want to have a painting by that particular artist and to hang it beside the portrait of me by the Italian artist De Chirico. I would especially like another very valuable portrait to go with the De Chirico, since I have two sons and, when I die, one son will have the De Chirico and the other son will have the other.

But let’s go back to the painter Oliveira. He studied my face for a long time and I felt that he was, in some way, gazing into my soul. Finally, he said: “Painting you might seem easy, but it’s actually a challenge for any painter. Initially, it seems easy, because it’s just a matter of painting a face with prominent cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and slightly pouting lips. But if I did that, the result would be the portrait of a ‘vamp.’ And you’re not a ‘vamp.’ I will have to paint something inside you.”

While I sat for him, he let me chat freely with my friends. There was only one thing he would not permit: in the brief periods when the two of us were resting, I asked if I could see the painting, but he wouldn’t let me. And I understood why—I’m the same with my writing: while I’m writing something I don’t want to show it to anyone, not until it’s finished. Just over three hours later, he had finished, and I went over to look.

And I got a real shock. The man had clearly ventured so deep into my soul that he had captured an expression I’d had as a preteen. More than that: he had not only caught the purity and repressed fear I had felt as a preadolescent, but had blended that childlike expression with that of a patiently suffering woman. I have the mouth of a child wronged in infancy: innocent and with lips slightly parted. The result was a portrait one could call eternal in terms of age. Unless I change so much that I lose what he saw and interpreted. On seeing the portrait, my friends say that the painter really saw a part of me. In my face, so closely observed by him, the miracle occurred once again: I had been truly painted.

March 1969

MY POSSIBLY SUPERFICIAL STATISTICS

The taxi driver has between seven and nine children.

If the car isn’t his own, he earns on average between two hundred and fifty and three hundred thousand old cruzeiros per month.

He has children studying at high school or technical college, or who are often already at university.

The older children also work to help support the household.

He tends to wish his passengers a nice day at the end of the journey, which is very pleasant.

The moment a passenger lights a cigarette, he finds himself wanting to smoke too, and he does smoke.

He talks disparagingly about his irresponsible colleagues, who he calls a bunch of cowboys, even though he has many friends among them; it’s common for a taxi driver to smile contentedly when he passes another taxi driven by a friend.

The drivers of big, old taxis, and who are themselves old, feel humiliated by the smaller cabs, perhaps because they go faster, perhaps because they’re driven by youngsters.

They round up the change in favor of the passenger, so that it’s the passenger who in fact receives a small tip.

Many of them don’t work at night for fear of being robbed by passengers.

COMPLETELY STRANGE

A man, whose name I cannot mention, told me about his extraordinary and unhappy childhood. His father was warden of a small penitentiary and lived there with his family, next to the cells. From the age of five to sixteen, the boy grew up among thieves, swindlers and murderers. He’s now a grown man, with a prominent role in public life. But it must surely have been difficult for him to reconstruct himself after so unusual a past. He told various stories about prisoners, one of which was positively terrifying. A three-time murderer had such a record of good behavior in prison that the warden called him in and told him that if he continued in that vein, he would be released on parole. The murderer promised him he would. But one day he appeared in the prison cafeteria, where he was in charge of serving the food, covered in blood from head to toe. Various witnesses reported what had happened. Another prisoner had complained about something, and when the murderer didn’t reply, the other prisoner kept on provoking him and ended up pulling out a razor blade concealed in a bar of soap and slashing the murderer all over, while the murderer made no attempt to defend himself. The murderer’s response afterward was that he had promised not to cause any trouble, and if he had defended himself he might have injured his attacker. As a result he got his parole soon afterward, and is on parole to this day.

Another case was that of a thief, also with a good behavior record, who had served his sentence. Years later, the boy—by then, a grown man—met him in the street, Largo da Carioca, looking very smartly turned out. He recognized the former prisoner and called out: Flávio! The man whispered back: not Flávio, it’s Mário now. And then he told him that he’d gone back to stealing and adopted a new name. Prison hadn’t changed him in the slightest. I know that wrongdoers have to be locked up, but couldn’t there be a way of employing social workers or psychologists who understand these men to work in prisons and help these men to reform? The way prisons are now, that’s no longer possible. Something needs to be done on behalf of prisoners: who will do that? I wish I knew who I could appeal to among the people in charge. Not to mention that, due to the terrible conditions, male prisoners are emerging from prison as homosexuals. Since prostitution is a fact, couldn’t there be a way of periodically bringing some women into the prisons? I don’t know what the solution is, but the lawyers ought to.

May 1969

THE VIOLENCE OF A HEART

Wanting to prove that, in Shakespeare’s day, no woman could have written Shakespeare’s plays, the English writer Virginia Woolf invented a sister for Shakespeare called Judith.

Judith had the same temperament as her little brother William and the same vocation.

In fact, she would have been another Shakespeare, had nature not delicately decided otherwise and made her a woman.

First, Virginia Woolf briefly described William’s life:

He had gone to school, where he had studied Ovid, Virgil and Horace in Latin, as well as absorbing the other cultural essentials of his day.

As a boy, he had hunted rabbits, roamed the surrounding area, peered into everything he wanted to peer into, and generally made the most of his childhood (I paraphrase).

As a young man, he was forced into marriage, as a matter of honor, a little too hastily.

His forced and premature marriage gave him a great desire to escape.

And so he found himself on the road to London, in search of his fortune.

As posterity would later prove, William liked the theater. He therefore began to work tending the horses outside a theater. He began to hang out with the actors. He managed to become one of them. He became a man of the world, honed his experience and his words on the streets and among the common people, gained access to the queen’s palace and ended up as the man who throughout the centuries would forever after be called William Shakespeare.

And Judith?

For starters, since she was a girl, Judith would not have been sent to school.

And no one reads Latin without at least learning its declensions. It’s true that, being eager to learn, she sometimes picked up her brother’s books. Her parents intervened: they told her to darn socks or watch the roast.

This wasn’t meant unkindly, but they loved her and wanted her to grow up to be someone’s wife. And so came the time to marry. Judith didn’t want to, not yet. And, just like her brother, she dreamed of a larger world. She refused to marry. So she was beaten by her father, who was a good father and wanted her to be happy, and she watched the flowing tears of her mother, who was a gentle soul and grieved for the fate of her daughter.

Up in arms against everything—for we shouldn’t forget that Judith had the same passion as her brother William—she packed a change of clothes and fled to London.

Judith also liked the theater. She stopped at the door of one, told them she wanted to work with the artists, to be one of them. There was general laughter; everyone naturally imagined something rather different from that inexperienced and naive young woman.

Without money, food, or job, she was left wandering the streets.

Finally someone—and it was a man—took pity on her. As a result of which, by which I mean his “pity,” Judith was soon expecting a baby.

Until one winter’s night she killed herself.

And so ends the story that never was.

“Who,” says Virginia Woolf, “shall measure the heat and violence of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s body?”

July 1969

MY WOMEN’S PAGES

Some time ago, when I was in need of money, I agreed to write the women’s page of a Rio newspaper: except that it wouldn’t appear under my name, but that of Ilka Soares.fn7 This was clearly advantageous to the newspaper, and it suited both Ilka and me as well. So they put me in charge of the cookery, beauty and fashion sections, as well as the advice page intended exclusively for women, middle-class women.

One day recently, rummaging through some papers, I found some of those pages and, out of curiosity, I reread the advice section. And suddenly I found myself wondering: why not address at least one of these columns to the middle-class woman? For I imagine she sometimes reads me too.

So let’s see:

The title of this piece of advice was: “You’re prettier than you think.” And it went as follows: “A female friend of mine said to me jokingly that very few women would feel that title applied to them, because, in her opinion, most women think they’re beautiful, and I would be doing them a favor if I told them instead: you’re not as pretty as you think. But I’m sure the opposite is true. I’ve noticed that even women who, in terms of beauty, are what you might call a success, even they are unsure of themselves. The others do their best to disguise themselves, a feeling that can take the form of a real sense of awkwardness that makes them retreat into shyness, into a lack of spontaneity and other less obvious signs of insecurity. No, it isn’t easy being a woman.” And so I went on, I, the great counselor.

Another piece of advice carried the title “Waking up”:

“Dreaming is good; it’s like rising into the air, buoyed up by balloons. The problem is that all it takes to burst those balloons is a child’s slingshot. While it’s true that you’ll only fall to earth, it’s also true that the higher you rise, the further you fall.

“But that’s not the reason why you should avoid the pleasure of rising up, it’s the balloons that are the problem. Being buoyed up on self-delusions is often a melancholy business.

“There are various ways of doing that. One of these consists of drifting into daydreams that carry you far away and end badly. How will you get back? It will be a bumpy landing. When you oversleep, waking up can be pretty awful.

“Another way of letting yourself be carried along on balloons is not facing the facts and endlessly lying to yourself even without realizing that you are. Isn’t it good to lie? And not face the facts? Perhaps, but you’ll never manage to fool yourself entirely. And in general, the lie will only help you escape yourself by a few inches.

“Why not try walking up the steps instead? It isn’t as pretty, or as quick. (I’m not talking about the Penha steps,fn8 which are a rare exception.) But each step you climb is still on the good solid ground of reality. All right, it’s not always ‘good,’ I know, but it is the ground, it is reality. You can even stop to rest, without losing momentum or crash-landing. ‘You can also fall down steps,’ you might say, if you don’t like being woken. Well, yes, there’s always the chance that you’ll fall, everyone knows that, especially children who still carry on walking anyway. But then you pick yourself up; children know that too.”

To another piece of advice I gave the title “Good but lazy advice”: “Holding a conversation? It isn’t as hard as it seems. If you know how to listen, the job’s half done. This isn’t the only advantage of knowing how to listen. There’s always the chance of learning something interesting.

“And what if the person you’re talking to isn’t interesting? Well, in that case, switch off. There’s always a way of hearing without listening, and thinking about something else instead. This advice, which is really rather rude, can only be useful to people who are extremely expert in the art of pretending. It requires a great deal of practice, a certain ability to maintain the faint smile of someone listening with pleasure, but at the same time you need to be able to pick up the signals, through the intonation of the person speaking, as to when it’s the appropriate time to stop smiling and look suitably concerned. On further reflection, this advice is not recommended for most people.”

Right, I’ll end here, otherwise, I’ll end up invading my colleagues’ sections. Which I was not hired to do.

August 1969

MY TRAIN HAS LEFT

Folded up on the newsstand, I see a small provincial newspaper, and I suddenly feel an enormous weariness with the big city.

That little folded newspaper brings me the smell of milky coffee and bread and butter, narrow unpaved streets, tiny notions stores where I could buy the very few things I needed, a group of kids walking to school, with the school bell ringing out. And close to the little shops begins the big, big road where it’s considered bad manners not to greet strangers. Then beyond that—a field, tall grass, and, God willing, some cows.

There, within reach, like a train ticket, is my return. I will open the newspaper and finally know all the news that matters: whether it has rained a lot, whether the general store has received a new delivery of guava paste, who has asked for whose daughter’s hand in marriage, which day of the week they’re showing the movie matinee, whether they’ll be handing out free Falchi chocolates to the young ladies and children on Sunday.

I open the newspaper, my train has left. After reading the first few lines, however, I recoil with the shock of someone who reaches out to pick up a fresh loaf of bread and feels instead something as heavy as a gold bar.

For this stale bread I cannot eat: “The meeting carried on for quite some time, but always amidst a veritable apotheosis of cordiality and distinction.”

I’m not too worried yet; it must surely be a mistake, for I had stumbled into the very worst aspect of any town, an apotheosis of what I can only call “urbanism.” I’m certainly not going to find the friendly “Good morning, Senhora” I’m looking for here.

Let’s see if it’s in this piece about a local social club, and I’m sure to find out soon what day the next tea dance is being held. I read: “We seek the collaboration of muses who reside elsewhere as well as poems from the bards of Bicudo Leme.”

Oh, all right, but in this article penned by a physician, I’ll surely find the good doctor with his doctor’s bag. He, however, says that “microbes blithely travel on the delightful lips of a kiss.” No matter; I’ve clearly got the wrong doctor’s office and, as in the big city, have ended up being sent to a specialist.

Yes, but at least in this column of complaints I’ll find out about all the hidden grievances, about what the politician promised, about who God struck down before his time, about the rains that flooded the streets and inundated the fields. I read: “We call for energetic measures to reduce the suffering of those who, in addition to being the bulwarks of procreation, are also the bulwarks of our great Nation!” And, cryptically, they don’t tell me what this suffering is, or even explain whether these bulwarks of procreation are the mothers and fathers, or the cattle farmers.

I find a profile about a local bigwig who visited Rio, one of those “who made plans to go and breathe in the seductive aroma that the Marvelous City spreads throughout the world.” For him, therefore, I appear to be the one who is living in the right place. The Sugar Loaf cable car, “that apterous aerial vehicle of suspended locomotion.” I almost liked this, save for the pointlessly redundant “aerial”—any reader will “assume” that “apterous” must mean something that flies, even though the dictionary defines it as “without wings.”

The statue of Christ on Corcovado is the “Brazilian mausoleum,” the museum at Quinta de Boa Vista is “brimming with relics.” “Yes, dear readers, when we see Rio de Janeiro on the big stage, once the show has begun, what a spellbinding scene lies before us, where the spectators, entranced by the natural vanity of modern man, allow themselves to be deceived by the makeup of the chorus girls, as well as by the enticing accoutrements of the leading ladies, whose feigned elegance and humor are intended to charm the large audience, in search of diversion and renown.”

What fun he had in Rio, that fellow, and he’s only telling half the story. I don’t know about “deceived,” but “provoked” certainly. I try to smile; I attempt to reciprocate with an apotheosis of cordiality.

But the sad truth is that “I went to Tororó to drink some water and couldn’t find any,” as we used to sing in Recife.

Worse still, I find myself asking: and when you were actually in Tororó, was there actually any water? I’m reminded of a short story by Graham Greene: a tired old man suddenly remembers that once, as a boy, he had fallen in love with a frail blonde girl, and had written her a love letter. How pure it must have been, that first love, the love of an ardent, innocent boy. The only time in his life when he had been pure! Filled with nostalgia for that lost purity, he searches for the letter he never had the courage to send. Finally, he finds it, and excitedly unfolds the yellowing paper. It was indeed the love letter. Where, to his horror, he discovers that he had merely written the most feverishly pornographic drivel.

Did my provincial home ever exist? Or, perhaps, the thing that always existed was nostalgia for the provinces.
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THE COSMOS OF BAHIA IN THE VISION OF MY LOVE

I had waited so long and patiently for the day when I would go to Bahia that I could hardly believe it. I had completely given up hope and was all but resigned that I would die without ever having visited my chosen place. That day came unexpectedly—as often happens when we make a wish to ourselves, and the wish is only answered years later.

I was so excited that on the plane itself, the very second it finally took off, I already felt in some way Bahian, with Rio already my remote past.

It was with equal excitement that I realized I was now in the—cosmos. It isn’t even necessary to fly above or around the height of thirty thousand feet. The important thing was to go through the clouds and no longer see the Earth through the pale, soft clouds that veil our planet. More than this, I discovered that even without flying I was always experiencing in the cosmos the air of this Earth, the air that comes from the breeze, is it not the same air that comes from those limitless spaces?

It was already late at night when I landed in Salvador and, most reluctantly, had to go to bed.

At the hotel, they informed me that it had been raining day and night for a week. But the following day, Saturday, the weather was extraordinarily clear, dry, neither hot nor cold.

On Sunday the rain returned, but with a difference: interspersed with clear spells that gave way to a dazzling sun, to that particular Bahian light, the cloudless sky, the dangerous sea, the particular luminosity of the sunset in Salvador, a sea of fire on the horizon.

In Salvador, I came to an inexplicable conclusion: that Bahia was not a Brazilian state but rather a country. And not because of its tourist appeal. It came from something indefinable, but no less real for that.

A friend of mine had put a Chevrolet pickup and driver at my disposal. So even in the middle of tropical downpours I could see whatever I pleased.

Yes, the church of São Francisco is very beautiful. Yes, it is all gold. I saw poor but still beautiful churches. I attended a wedding: the bride in her veil and floral headpiece with a dress that was almost one you could wear around the house, the guests very poor, the church they had chosen empty and bare, with no unnecessary luxury since love needs no fuss.

On all of my journeys to any city I’ve always made a point of visiting the local market. In Salvador the oldest and best one is the Municipal Market. Once we’d gone in, it was difficult to leave because there was simply no way of seeing everything, from the local fruits and the necklaces to the simple restaurant upstairs with its tables covered in threadbare tablecloths, where Maria de São Pedro made the best vatapá in the city,fn1 along with a dish less known outside of Bahia: soft-shell crab. In all, I spent four days in Salvador, all of them fueled by palm oil.

I visited three important people who had but one thing in common: art. Mário Cravo, one of our great sculptors,fn2 and who was then in excellent health; the painter and tapestry-maker Genaro;fn3 and Jorge Amado, the creator of folk heroes.fn4 The only thing I didn’t see was Jorge and Zélia Amado’s already famous house, which has become an open house for anyone who turns up. I went to see Jorge at the farm of the late Genaro, around forty minutes away, where Jorge had gone taking only Zélia and a typewriter with him: he was writing a new novel and needed peace and quiet around him; he wasn’t receiving visitors and was simply working. As regards visitors, he made one happy exception: me. The farm left by Genaro touches the hearts not only of artists but of anyone with any artistic sensibility: in its overall layout, Genaro and Nair managed to build a house that is exactly what you would want to have on a farm.

I saw poverty too, in the Alagados part of the city. Boys and girls running naked, eighty thousand inhabitants, a permanent smell of putrefaction. But even in the houses built on flimsy wooden stilts, there was always a flower in the window, or a red dress drying in the sun alongside old rags.

When it was time for me to return to Rio, the rain let up and I saw one of the most beautiful rainbows I’ve ever seen. I interpreted it magically as follows: a sign that one day I will return.

May 29, 1977

WAS IT JUST ME BEING INTOLERANT OR WAS IT A SLAP IN THE FACE?

(Sorry for the long title, but there was no way around it.)

This is about Dona Maria Eglantina—the adoring grandmother of many grandchildren—who was always going to see the person she called, as if she were chewing a juicy strawberry, “my doctor.” She would call this doctor at the merest suggestion of a slightly higher color in her cheeks, suggesting to him that she should be given a blood test, which of course, he refused to do. Needless to say, the doctor was at the end of his tether and was beginning to find his profession as doctor a real chore. One day, Dona Eglantina came down with one of her gastric problems and alarmed all of her enormous family, including sons-in-law and daughters-in-law and terrified children. A perfect result: a stomach X-ray, and to Dona Eglantina, X-rays signified the highest level of medical attention. Faced with her perfect X-ray, the doctor—fed up to the back teeth—revealed his diabolical side: he didn’t prescribe her anything. And Dona Eglantina?

“Not even one little pill, doctor?”

He was stern, caustic and unyielding: “Nothing, Senhora. Today I’m giving you nothing! Forgive my language, but I suggest you shift for yourself as best you can.”

Surprised by this unexpected brusqueness, Dona Eglantina thought and thought and thought and finally decided that the doctor must have quarreled with his wife that morning. She did not for one moment think she was the one who had provoked the doctor with her powerful malevolent force. Besides, apart from that, she was a very nice person.

The following day, she was feeling as right as rain and, entirely wrongheadedly, she thought this was because she had been X-rayed. She put the X-ray away very tenderly and peeked at it from time to time with a pleasure that could not be described in words: so is that how pretty I really am inside? Such hidden riches, such deep riches! Such a pity that only her entire family had seen it. She phoned the doctor to thank him. As for the doctor, well, every human being has within them this abundance which, alas, sometimes turns to rot. As was almost the case with him.

(I, a mere scribe, should add that the story of Dona Maria Eglantina is being accompanied by the urgent orchestration of several very refined violins, interrupted here and there by a “chirp, chirp, chirp.” This is because when she was a young girl, she used to sing little ditties to visitors and now when she opens her mouth out comes the unexpected: chirp, chirp, chirp.)

Also because the dear lady’s body was the shape of a baby chicken: extremely thin legs that met in a total absence of hip, before swelling upwards and outwards to form an unusually voluminous breast. As for her arms—they were the skinny arms of someone who has never flown. And she trilled “chirp, chirp, chirp” as she made an unpardonably slapdash omelet for her long-suffering husband. And then there was her drab, dowdy appearance as she made the omelet, her hair in rollers and her face completely coated with Hipoglós diaper cream. As for her husband, he would only eat in these gruesome circumstances because he was very hungry, and a man’s hunger is not to be trifled with. Otherwise, the poor embittered man would have been in a very bad way. I must also point out that Hipoglós cream is an extremely thick, glossy substance, and that some ladies do indeed use it to lubricate their skin, but not in front of their husbands.

The husband—a Taurus type—was a stockbroker and was constantly bombarded by the same identical questions even from near-strangers: “Tell me now, what’s the latest? Is it up or down?”

As for Dona Maria Eglantina, she was always on the up, up, up. And when she was “up,” her husband had to endure her imaginary, fluctuating, trifling illnesses. I, too, have to endure her excessive highs, her extremes of grating kindness:

“Do have some custard flan and jelly!”

“No, thank you, I don’t want any.”

“Oh, but you do! You’re just saying no to be polite!”

“Look, Dona Maria Eglantina, I said I-don’t-want-any-thank-you. Thank you.”

“Why ever not?!”

I promised myself: I’d rather die than eat that little bit of custard flan. But there was no stopping her, and changing tack, she said slyly with a wink:

“I’ll give you some fruit to take home!”

“Thanks, but I hate fruit.”

“How about some little tangerines!”

“Sorry, but I can’t stand them.”

How did this bruising dialogue end? I glumly took the package of tangerines that are now staring at me in my pantry, innocent victims of Dona Eglantina’s kindness.

One day—lost among a thousand others—she told me something that wasn’t about illness or custard flan: it was something very old. She told me that when she was little, alcohol wasn’t called alcohol: rather prettily, they called it “wine spirit.” People back then were so tactful!

She found me so acutely delightful that she made my life unbearable. For example: it so happens that when people are talking to me, I don’t like them touching me. But she was always touching me, and there was no escape. I had to pay dearly for that pretty little anecdote about “wine spirit.” Yes, you guessed it: I ate a small piece of custard flan. Which, by the way, tasted of cardboard, or soft rubber or men’s dirty socks, not that I’ve ever tried such exotic flavors. I could barely eat, so closely scrutinized was I by that powerful madame’s bloodhound eyes.

Circumstances made it impossible for me not to see her. What should I do? I decided to resign myself to visiting her house just once each day, to satisfy her need for my company. And so she grabs me, then releases me, twists me, squeezes me, and out of me, like a crushed fruit, flows a thick liquid like honeyed blood. This, my honeyed blood, she drinks.

Well …

But there was one particular day when something extraordinary happened that gave me my revenge—with the added advantage that I didn’t feel in the least to blame because I took no part in the incident.

This is what happened: Dona Maria Eglantina Tavares Pires Cordeiro was standing on the sidewalk, near a lamppost, waiting for the light to change so she could cross the road. Beside her, an absentminded young man; goodness how slow the lights are!

No one knows how it happened. I want to laugh and cry at the same time. The young man decided to take something out of his pocket and, quite why we don’t know—perhaps in order to hail a cab—he pulled his hand out very suddenly. So suddenly that with the back of his hand, to her enormous surprise, he slapped the lady’s left cheek. Just one slap, but a real beauty. A full-blown slap in the face. Worthy of a melodrama.

The young man and Dona Eglantina stood there staring at each other, both terrified. She stood there, eyes bulging, while he, once he had recovered from the fright and the surprise, began stammering out an apology:

“But … but I swear madam! I swear it was an accident! I was just going to hail a cab! I don’t know how it happened. Please, please accept my apologies!… I really can’t explain it.”

Indeed.

But I can explain.

And it wasn’t an accident. I have the only possible explanation. Which is that Dona Eglantina’s guardian angel suddenly got fed up with her too and gave her a memorable slap using the young man’s innocent hand as its instrument. Like spanking the soft buttocks of a child. She—a kindhearted person—stammered out her forgiveness to the young man. I don’t know what she said to him. But it can be summarized as: chirp, chirp, chirp.

No comment.

Or rather, yes, one comment. The guardian angel felt bad because people can’t help being annoying. And, using a fresh breeze blowing in from the sea, the angel stroked the bruised cheek with its velvety hand. And “Amen” to that I say. Because I forgave her: only someone who is extremely needy becomes a Dona Eglantina. And like her I say softly: chirp, chirp, chirp.

July 2, 1977

ANALYSIS OF MAN

Any comment we make on Erich Fromm’s Análise do homem (Analysis of man) must more than ever revolve around “perhaps” and “maybe.” The person irresponsible for this piece—that’s not a mistake, the word is indeed “irresponsible”—understands little about literary criticism, let alone about science books. Although when dealing with psychoanalysis, ethics, the human condition, the relationship with oneself and with others, everyone thinks they understand something, probably trusting to the implicit argument that since we are the flesh-and-blood characters in this kind of study, then it’s up to us to confront it with our own testimony, forgetting that our bones are also the principal characters in anatomy books, and yet … As a preliminary matter, as we begin this conversation, we sense that the “perhaps” will gradually come to dominate, and that it will be up to future readers of Erich Fromm to take responsibility for putting forward a positive explanation, unless they choose instead to sow further doubts. Unless, as I type this, my entire tone changes, and some vague enthusiasm for polemic-in-the-form-of-soliloquy inspires in me some near-categorical statements. Anyway, please don’t get your hopes up, since what follows are merely a couple of double-spaced pages, in which the remedy is to adopt a false air of self-confidence.

The questions began even before opening the book. On leafing through it, we vaguely recalled that we’d already read it under its original title Man for Himself, which is far better than the Portuguese translation Análise do homem, but really very difficult to translate. The thing is that, in passing, while talking about Fromm, someone had rhetorically asked out loud: “Is he a charlatan?” That notion hadn’t occurred to us, not least because we had very much enjoyed Escape from Freedom by the same author. But the question set off echoes, and provoked several more concerning charlatanism in scientific books. One of these questions, for example: to what extent does a lay person—i.e., us—distrust a scientific book because it’s easy to read? Anyone with any education will have become accustomed to the idea that the books that garner the most respect and praise are always unintelligible and soporific, as if one of the guaranteed criteria for success is either worthy tedium or utter incomprehensibility. A serious book is one that we don’t like; and does it therefore follow that anything we don’t like cannot possibly be bad? And from this springs our fear of liking what we shouldn’t like.

Perhaps it isn’t totally absurd that, underneath the genuine desire to trust one’s own individual taste lurks this whole background of fear, a feeling that the emperor has no clothes, but that we lack the courage to say so; or, worse still, the fear that everyone else has agreed that the emperor has no clothes, but no one has thought to tell us. This general hypothesis casts doubt on our own doubts about charlatans.

In relation to a serious man like Fromm, where can this idea about charlatanism come from? Take any one of his books. It will always be the work of a man devoted to his task. But it turns out that he’s also a writer, in the sense that he enjoys writing, and so what he writes is never a dry-as-dust report, plus he clearly loves the human beings he’s discussing—indeed, not only is he unafraid of liking them, he even allows a little compassionate understanding to slip through the cracks. He cites Kant, Sophocles, Spinoza, Aristotle, and Plato, rather than pathological cases. Is this where our mild distrust comes from? But it isn’t uncommon for a psychoanalyst to make the connection between art and the imagination, which makes sense: for what is one man understanding another man if not an example of artistic creativity, a generous use of the imagination? So there’s yet another doubt to add to our suspicions about charlatanism.

There’s also the danger of becoming popular. To what extent does becoming well known lead to a certain level of distrust? We’re suspicious of things that everyone likes, and of success. And while it’s true that this distrust is often well placed, there are many times when it isn’t. But apart from the natural snobbery to which we are entitled—for having so often been the victims of our own deceptions—the truth, which is no less real for being imponderable, is that popularity affects the written thing. Distortions caused by the interpretation of the many cling to the written word like dust, and after a certain point no one gets to read the book in its original form. X’s understanding of a book intimately alters the book’s meaning when Y’s turn comes around. This is a minimally inescapable fact, and the adulteration comes from even further back, right from the author altering what he wanted to say, for example. But multiply “minimally” by a large number and you will have a book written by its readers. Fromm is widely read, while works by the American psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan are less easy to find in bookshops, where they’re hidden away on the specialist shelves. Which raises the question: by this stage, has Erich Fromm already been rewritten by us? Or is he just a very good publicist who, therefore, attracts readers?

But take a look at the chapter “Selfishness, Self-Love, and Self-Interest” in Fromm’s book. It’s a marvelous piece of analysis, carefully differentiating subtle things in a very precise manner. This chapter was first published in the journal Psychiatry, which gives it the stamp of authority, and we’ve already seen it reproduced in the most serious of anthologies, such as that organized by Carla Thompson, and in the company of Ernest Jones, Michael Balint, Mabel Blake Cohen, etc. Does our mistrust perhaps come from the fact that Fromm sounds like a humanities scholar, that his terminology isn’t strictly psychoanalytic, and that he quotes from other writers rather than documenting clinical cases? Well maybe, but it’s also true that it’s more the book of an essayist and a thinker than of a medical consultant.

To what extent do we require a doctor’s handwriting to be legible only to pharmacists? To what extent do we lose our respect for a magic that should belong only to the initiated? And it really should. The truth is that the only way “science that’s within everyone’s grasp” would not end up being harmful is if it confined itself to being strictly informative which is impossible. In matters of science, a little knowledge causes much confusion; it’s worse than not knowing. Indeed, in a state of healthy ignorance, of intelligent ignorance, we can still count on our intuition and our natural good sense. And that’s all we need in order to live. If there is something we need more of, it certainly isn’t scientific reading matter, because a layperson isn’t equipped to grasp that a study of the human being is not a summary of rigid norms, into which he must fit out of sheer perplexity, but the study of a process in action, whose fluidity is only fully experienced by those who have dedicated themselves to understanding.

Our suspicion of charlatanism also stems from the fact that a certain “teacherly” tone has proved to be an inexhaustible gold mine: in periodicals and books we learn how to live, to survive, to adapt—it doesn’t matter what we adapt to, but adapting is the order of the day. And this tone—which comes from the discovery that people’s insecurity can be exploited commercially—immunizes us even against real teaching, which provides a lesson in profundity, not a mere formula or a little consolation. Our ears are inclined to rebel against this new teaching too. In the first chapter, for example, Fromm proposes this: “I shall attempt to show that the character structure of the mature and integrated personality, the productive character, constitutes the source and the basis of ‘virtue’ and that ‘vice,’ in the last analysis, is indifference to one’s own self and self-mutilation.”

This, in fact, is the “plot” of Erich Fromm’s book, a vast, intense plot, focused entirely on that overly suspicious or excessively trusting thing—a person.

No, he isn’t a charlatan. Nor am I.

October 22 and 23, 1977

ENCOUNTERS

When someone tells me: “I read something in a book so similar to something you wrote, that it could have been written by you.” Can I possibly be upset? No, on the contrary: I have found someone in the world who is me. The confirmation of my suspicions, for my thoughts were never more than strong or weak or biased suspicions, born of a mistrust of anyone who looks left and right before attempting to enter. And here we have someone in a book telling me: “Yes, it’s true, dear, after all, if I too …”

ALSO THE FEAR OF AN ENCOUNTER

Although I have only read extracts of Fernando Pessoa, when I began very late to be introduced into his world by a friend of mine, I was truly afraid: I don’t want to know any more, otherwise I will leave my own enchanted and sinuously suspicious world forever, and enter a clarity that I fear—since, for reasons I can’t explain, it seems to me that clarity denies itself.

Don’t be afraid, says my kindhearted friend; without knowing it, you already have Fernando Pessoa within you. She didn’t mean by this that I “resemble” him. But the fear of the world being revealed to me all of a sudden made me delay a more meaningful meeting until now. From the things my friend has read to me, I fear I will never again be able to carry on with my shadowy, cruel, delicious speculations, which kill me with uncertainty, and make me delve ever deeper inside myself.

And if I knew that someone, or many people, don’t simply guess but know … what would I do with myself without my faltering steps, which is my way of walking, of retreating, of advancing? The torture of writing—in my books—has also been my pleasure.

“CULTURE”

An erudite friend of mine, who is not in the least spoiled by her erudition, tells me of a rumor, as a way of gently reproaching me for not conforming to the rumor that really should be truer than the reality: many people think I am highly intellectual and cultured. She says very kindly: “If only so as not to embarrass yourself in front of others, you should at least take a good look at your bookshelves; you have far too skimpy a library.” I then tell her that a man of letters once told me: “I would like to see your library so as finally to understand where you get the inspiration for the things you write.” My friend says: “You see, I’m right.”

But in actual fact je m’en fiche.fn5 It secretly amuses me to let them think whatever they like. Since I have no qualms at being really rather “skimpy”—at least as far as my library is concerned—I’m free to enjoy the deception. Deceiving also feels rather good, as long as you don’t deceive yourself. I tell the truth only to a few people. To begin with, I tried to tell the truth, but people mistook it for modesty, lying or “eccentricity.” And I didn’t like that type of truth-telling. So I began keeping quiet. I tell the truth only to a few people. And so now my friend calmly says to me: “Such-and-such a writer, in his book …,” then pauses and nonchalantly asks: “Have you heard of him?”

But I would very much like to leave a little bequest precisely for those people who have been unintentionally deceived by me: I leave you my lack of cultivation, which in itself gave me no pleasure and even did me a lot of harm, but I leave it to you, [sir], for I’m so pleased that you didn’t even suspect: I leave it intact, ready to be passed on. Culture cannot be bequeathed because each person has to put the necessary work into acquiring it, but the advantage of a relative lack of culture is that you can give it all to someone else … yes, I know, a very sad legacy.




Not forgetting …


The fifteen pieces in this final section were first published in the “Fundo de gaveta” (“Back of the Drawer”) section of A legião estrangeira (The Foreign Legion) in 1964, and posthumously republished in Para não esquecer (Not forgetting) in 1978.



THE SECRET

There’s a word that belongs to a realm that leaves me speechless with horror. Do not frighten our world, do not with a careless word propel our boat out to sea forever. I fear that once the word is uttered, we will become too pure. What would we do with our pure lives? Leave heaven to hope, with trembling fingers I seal your lips; do not say it. I’ve been hiding it away for so long out of fear that I’d forgotten that I don’t know it, and have made it my mortal secret.

MUCH SIMPLER

If in life you are silent, why do you have to write aloud? Silent people only say what they need to; but does this prevent others from hearing? This person is a silent person; hence the hermetic air.

THE TURN OF THE MISSIONARY’S WIFE

When the ghost of a living person takes hold of me, I know that for several days I will be the wife of that missionary. Her thinness and fragility have already taken hold of me. With a certain fascination and a built-in weariness I succumb to what I am about to experience. And with some apprehension, from a practical point of view: I’m too busy now with my own duties to be able to grapple with the weight of this new unknown life, but I’m already beginning to feel its evangelical tension. I realize that, even on the airplane, I have already adopted the gait of a lay saint. When I land, I will probably already have that air of physical suffering and moral hope. Yet when I boarded the plane I was so strong. I was, no, I am. It’s just that it takes all my strength to make myself weak. I am a missionary in the wind. I understand, I understand, I understand. There’s nothing I don’t understand: it’s just that “I don’t understand” with the same purified fanaticism as this pale woman. I know that in a few days’ time I will be able to resume my own life, which was never my own, except when my ghost takes hold of me.

LITERATURE AND JUSTICE

Today, suddenly, like a real find, I had a little of my tolerance toward others left over for myself too (for how long?). I took advantage of the crest of the wave to catch up on forgiveness. For example, my tolerance toward myself, as someone who writes, is forgiving myself for not knowing how to approach “the social thing” in a “literary” way (i.e., transformed into the intensity of art). For as long as I’ve known myself, social issues have been more important to me than anything else: in Recife, the shantytowns were my first truth. Long before I felt “art,” I felt the profound beauty of struggle. But I have a simpleminded way of approaching social issues: I wanted to “do” something, as if writing were not doing. What I’m incapable of doing is using writing for that purpose, however much that inability pains and humiliates me. The problem of justice is for me so obvious and basic a sentiment that I cannot feel surprised by it—and if I’m not surprised I cannot write. Also because for me writing is seeking. The sense of justice was never something I needed to search for, never something I discovered, and what shocks me is that this isn’t equally obvious to everyone. I’m aware that I’m grossly oversimplifying the problem. But, with today’s tolerance toward myself, I don’t feel totally ashamed of not having made any contribution to human and social issues by means of writing. It isn’t a matter of not wanting, but of not being able. What I am ashamed of is not “doing,” not contributing with my actions. (Then again, the struggle for justice leads to politics, and in my ignorance I would get completely lost in the twists and turns of that world.) Of this I will always be ashamed. And I don’t even intend to make amends. I don’t want, by indirect and dubious means, to absolve myself. I want to continue to feel ashamed. But I’m not ashamed of writing what I write: I feel that if I were ashamed, I would be committing the sin of pride.

AN ANGEL IN DISTRESS

On leaving the building, I was taken unawares. What until then had been merely rain on the windowpane, muffled by curtains and coziness, out in the street was all storm and pitch-black night. Had all this happened while I was coming down in the elevator? A Rio deluge, with nowhere to hide, Copacabana with the water flooding into shut-up stores, thick muddy water knee-deep, your foot feeling for invisible sidewalks. There was even a suggestion of tidal movement; wherever there was a sufficient quantity of water, the secret influence of the Moon was beginning to make itself felt: there was already an ebb and flow. And the worst thing was the ancestral fear seared into my flesh: I have no shelter, the world has driven me out into the world itself, and I who belong only in a house will never have a house again in my life, this sodden dress is me, my dripping hair will never dry, and I know I will not be among those chosen for the Ark, for the best pair of my species has already been chosen.

At the street corners, cars with stalled engines, and no sign of a taxi. And the fierce joy of some men finally prevented from going home. The demonic joy of free men further threatening those wanting only their own homes. I wandered aimlessly through street after street, dragging myself more than walking; stopping was the danger. I could only manage to disguise my unfathomable desolation. Someone, radiant beneath an awning, said: “You’re a brave one, Senhora!” It wasn’t bravery, it was pure fear. Because everything was paralyzed and I, dreading the moment when everything would stop, had to keep moving.

And then in the waters I saw a taxi. It was advancing cautiously, almost inch by inch, feeling for the ground with its wheels. How could I get that taxi? I moved closer. I couldn’t simply ask; I remembered all the times I had been refused and all because I was kind enough to ask. Containing my desperation, which always gives one an appearance of strength, I said to the driver: “You’re taking me home! It’s dark! I have small children who must be frightened because I’m late, it’s dark, okay?!” To my great surprise, the man simply said yes. Still not quite believing this, I got in. The car was barely moving through the muddy waves, but it was moving—and it would arrive. All I could think was: I’m not worth this. Moments later, I was thinking: I had no idea I was worth this. Moments later, I was the mistress of my taxi, already fully in possession of my right to what I had been freely given, and I energetically took some practical steps: I wrung out my hair and clothes, removed my soaked shoes, wiped my face that looked more as if I’d been crying. The unabashed truth is that I had been crying. Only a little, and for various reasons, but I had been crying. Once I’d tidied up my new home, I made myself very comfortable among my belongings, and from my Ark I sat witnessing the end of the world.

Then a woman approached the car. Since it was moving forward so slowly, she was able to keep pace with it, clutching desperately at the door handle. And she was literally begging me to share the taxi with her. It was too late for that, and her destination would take me out of my way. I remembered, however, my own despair of five minutes earlier, and resolved that she would not suffer as I had done. When I said yes, her pleading tone immediately vanished, replaced by an extremely practical voice: “Thanks, but wait a moment, I just have to pop over to my dressmaker’s in that side street over there to get the parcel with the dress I left with them so it wouldn’t get wet.”

“Is she taking advantage of me?” I asked myself, feeling that old doubt surface about whether or not I should let myself be taken advantage of. In the end, I gave in. She certainly took her time. And she came back with a huge parcel resting on her outstretched hands, as if even her own body might besmirch the dress. She made herself very comfortable, leaving me feeling like a shy intruder in my own home.

And so my angelic calvary began—for the woman, in her bossy voice, had already begun to call me an angel. Her situation could not have been less heartrending: it was the night of a première and, if it hadn’t been for me, either the dress would have been ruined in the rain or she would have been late and missed the première. I have already had my premieres, and even my own didn’t really move me. “You simply can’t imagine what a miracle just happened,” she told me firmly. “I started praying in the street, praying that God would send an angel to save me. I made a promise that I’d eat hardly anything tomorrow. And God sent you.” I squirmed in my seat with embarrassment. Was I an angel destined to protect premieres? The divine irony made my toes curl. But the woman, with all the strength of her practical faith, and she was a strong woman, vehemently insisted on seeing the angel in me, something only very few people have ever done, and always very discreetly. I clumsily attempted some light sarcasm: “Don’t overhype me, I’m just a means of transport.” While it didn’t even cross her mind to understand me, I reluctantly realized that my argument didn’t actually exempt me: angels are also a means of transport. Cowed, I shut up. I’m always very impressed by people who shout at me: the woman wasn’t shouting, but she was clearly bossing me around. Unable to confront her, I took refuge in gentle cynicism: this woman, so vigorous in pursuing her own pleasure, must be used to buying things with money, and would no doubt end up thanking her angel with a check, bearing in mind, too, that the rain had by this point washed away all my airs and graces. With a little more comfortable cynicism, I declared to her, silently, that money would be as legitimate a means as any other of thanking me, since her currency was clearly coin. Or else—I was amusing myself—she could give me the dress for the première as a thank-you, since the thing she should really be thankful about wasn’t that her dress was still dry, but that she had been touched by grace, that is, by me. With my ever-burgeoning cynicism, I thought: “Everyone gets the angel they deserve, look at the angel she’s found: out of pure curiosity I am coveting a dress I haven’t even seen. Now I want to see how her soul is going to cope with the idea of an angel who is interested in clothes.” It seems to me that, in my pride, I did not want to be chosen to serve as an angel to a woman of such fervent foolishness.

The truth is that being an angel was beginning to weigh me down. I know this way of the world well: they call me kind, and for a while at least I’m unable to be bad. I was also beginning to understand why angels get annoyed: they have to do everything. That had never occurred to me before. Unless I was a very low-ranking angel on the scale of angels. Who knows, perhaps I was just an apprentice angel. The woman’s gloating happiness was beginning to get me down: she had made exorbitant use of me. She had turned my indecisive nature into a definite profession, transformed my spontaneity into duty, she had chained me—me, an angel, which I could no longer deny I was, but a free angel. Then again, perhaps I had only been sent into this world for that one moment of usefulness? That, then, was what I was worth. In the taxi, I wasn’t a fallen angel: I was an angel coming to my senses. So I came to my senses and glowered. A little longer, and I would have said to that woman for whom I was a rather rebellious guardian angel: please get out of this cab right now! But I kept quiet, feeling the weight of my wings ever more constrained by her huge parcel. She, my protégée, kept talking about me, or rather, about my function. I sulked. The lady sensed this and stopped talking, somewhat deflated. By the time the cab reached Rua Viveiros de Castro, silent hostility had already been declared between us.

“Look,” I said to her suddenly, because my spontaneity is a double-edged sword for others too, “the cab will drop me off at home first and then go on with you.”

“But,” she said, surprised and in the first stages of indignation, “then I’ll have to go out of my way and I’ll be late! It’s only slightly out of your way to drop me at home!”

“Yes,” I replied dryly. “But I can’t go out of my way.”

“I’ll pay the whole fare!” She insulted me with the same currency with which she should have thought to thank me.

“I will pay the fare,” I insulted her back.

As I jumped nonchalantly out of the cab, I was careful to leave my folded wings behind on the seat. I jumped out with the profound lack of good manners that has saved me from angelic abysses. Freed from my wings, with a great swish of my invisible tail and with the haughtiness that comes to me only when it stops raining, I swept regally across the threshold of the Visconde de Pelotas apartment building.

CONVERSATION WITH MY SON

“You know, mom, I’ve sometimes fancied seeing what it’s like being crazy.”

“But whatever for?” (I know, I know what you’re going to say, I know because inside me my great-grandfather must have said the same thing; I know that it is through fifteen generations that a single person is formed, and that this future person used me as a bridge and is using my son and will use my son’s son, just like a bird perched on a slowly moving arrow.)

“To free myself, so that then I’d really be free …”

(But there can be freedom without seeking prior permission from madness. We can’t yet manage it: we are only the slowly tentative steps of the person-to-come.)

A DISCREET MAN

God gave him countless little gifts that he did not use or develop for fear of becoming a complete and utterly immodest man.

KEEPING A TIGHT GRIP ON THE REINS

With writing as with everything, I have a sort of fear of going too far. What’s that about? Why? I hold myself back, as if I were holding the reins of a horse that could gallop off and take me God knows where. I hold back. Why, and for what purpose? What am I saving myself for? I was already clearly aware of this when I once wrote: “you need to be afraid of creating.” Why afraid? Afraid of knowing the limits of my ability? Or afraid like the sorcerer’s apprentice who didn’t know how or where to stop? Perhaps, just as a woman keeps herself untouched so that one day she can give herself to love, perhaps I want to die intact so that God can have all of me.

GOOD NEWS FOR A CHILD

You will always, always have your body in your favor. Our bodies are always with us. It is the only thing that, right until the very end, does not abandon us.

RECOGNIZING LOVE

“This one here,” she said pointing to her youngest son with an affectionate smile, “I only had him because I found out too late and there was no way of getting rid of him.”

The boy lowered his eyes and smiled modestly.

AN ABSTRACT DOOR

In one way, I consider creating something abstract as being the least literary of activities. Certain pages, empty of incident, give me a sense of touching the thing itself, and what could be more genuine than that? It’s as if I were sculpting—and what is the truest sculpture of a body? The body, the shape of the body, the expression of the shape of the body itself—and not the expression “given” to the body. A naked, standing, “inexpressive” Venus is much more than a literary idea of Venus. I mean by a “literary idea of Venus,” a Venus, for example, with a Venus smile on her face, a Venus gaze, like a title. The Venus de Milo is an abstract woman. (If I were very carefully to draw a door on a piece of paper and add nothing of my own to it, I would, completely objectively, be drawing an abstract door.)

BERNE

The foreigner, faced by such perfect beauty, will not perhaps know how to explain its mystery: Swiss scenery has an excess of beauty. An initial sensation of ease is followed by a sense of impenetrability. A picture postcard, yes. But gradually the stillness and equilibrium begin to seem troubling.

Look at the mountains in the distance, at all that dizzyingly peaceful space. But in the small upper town, with houses and churches squeezed together by tumbledown walls, there’s a kind of stern, inward-looking concentration. In the city of towers, alleyways, pointed arches and silence, the Devil has been driven away over the Alps. Without the Devil, what’s left is a disturbing peace, indications of a life that was shaped harshly, under the fist of the Reformation, signs of slow conquest, and of stubborn, painful, constant polishing.

A determination to keep the Devil at bay? A stubborn determination that finds expression in that very Swiss desire for cleanliness, that wish to reproduce on the ground the clarity of the air, obedience to the law of sharp definition decreed by the mountains and their implacable frontier. Order is no longer a means, it’s a moral necessity in itself. Order is the only environment in which a Swiss man can, in Switzerland, breathe. Outside of Switzerland, he surprises himself, charmed by the very Devil he himself cast out.

In the streets, ascetic faces, a thriftiness of expression. And in that peaceful, heavy expression lies a silent strength reminiscent of fanaticism. Someone once said that a Swiss man is not a soldier, but a warrior. So if a Swiss man is a warrior, a Swiss man’s wife is a warrior’s wife. She’s a stern, hard creature, ready for any sacrifice. Here she is at the Cathedral concert, her face devoid of makeup, impassive, submerged, wearing a look of barely expressed pleasure in the sounds of the organ and the high voices of the choir, a very pure music that matches the austere joy of this nation. The woman doesn’t quite lean back in her chair; she will remain a little solemn and inscrutable, without the charm of languor, but with a kind of puritanical grace that rises up from who knows where, rebelling against a way of dressing that is clearly ashamed of vanity.

This shame is overcome in springtime, when it timidly dares. Light-colored blouses emerge, small white collars appear on dark dresses, a delicate feminine contribution to the light. The old men sit earnestly in parks: this is the land of respectable old men. From their benches they contemplate the glittering lakes, the snowcapped Alps, the air of hurried joy on every branch. Then comes summer, and in the warm scent the lines become harsher, the flowers more urgent and violent, and the wind finally brings some dust. Sports, sports, sports—which is a kind of devil-free blossoming. Autumn comes and darkens the waters; no sounds of hunting are heard, but game is bought; mountains, surfaces, small shapes, all will take on, under the colder wind and sunless light, a homely intimacy. Then comes winter: sports, sports, sports.

But for now, it’s the very first spring again and there’s scarcely time to linger a little longer: under the bridges of Berne the chilly river flows swiftly. Clarity, silence, mystery: this is what I see from a window in Berne.

“APPEARANCES DECEIVE”

My appearance deceives me.

“ALL THAT GLISTERS IS NOT GOLD”

So I did not pick up the thing that glittered on the ground. Good grief, it was gold. Perhaps, it was gold.

A SPANISH MAN

He was not just Pepe, and he was not just a guide. In the heat of summer, his face tumescent with the drink that had no sooner evaporated than it was replaced by another, the man stood in the middle of a shady white alleyway in Córdoba, looked at us and said very slowly so that the phrase would penetrate our own slowness.

“Ustedes no tienen un guía. Ustedes tienen—Pepe El Guía!”fn1

We stopped, waiting for what was clearly a singular coincidence. But what coincidence? Pepe El Guía stood perfectly still, his eyes moist with emotion, wine, heat and despair. It must have been both difficult and extraordinary to be Pepe El Guía. Still standing there, his face dripping with sweat, his clothes dark with the elegance demanded of him, he hoped that through his own intense silence we would understand. We stared at him, our eyes squinting in the sun. Until a gentle breeze passed among us. The coincidence was that of him being Pepe El Guía, of a person being himself, of his being, among so many other possibilities, Spanish, of us being there under the naked skies of Córdoba when, at that very moment, it was raining in London; the miracle of coincidences passed among us on that gentle breeze, and we mopped our brows with our handkerchiefs.

All around, the city stretched out sweet and warm. Unbearably sweet, filled with indecisive blind men and even more indecisive women. Yet there was a harshness too. Where did it come from? We searched with squinting eyes. It came from the fearless dreams of those young men dozing outside cafés. It was coming from the desire to escape what lay in wait for us in that dead calm. A dangerous city, Córdoba.

And amid the devastating heat, the source of that harshness, our man stood up, intoxicated by his own height: soy Pepe El Guía, he repeated, spreading his arms wide, and exalted by that self-crucifixion. As if Pepe El Guía were a preexisting abstraction, and he, a mere pepe, a mere guide, had in that symbol been made flesh. Confronted by our silence, which came not from respect but from having absolutely no idea how to respond, he said comfortingly:

“Pero ustedes tienen un amigo en Pepe El Guía.”fn2

Why did he say this so sadly? Sad, courageous, drunk, the melancholy master of the things that only he could see in the modest, white houses of Córdoba, as we did too in a moment of unnerving grace. Feeling intimidated, we thanked him, awkwardly repeating our thanks several times. Yes, he was a friend. A paid friend, but with all the desperation of true friendship, we were friends, and what could we give each other? Why, recognition. We recognized in him Pepe El Guía. And he recognized in us those who recognized him.

That afternoon’s friend was a thin-skinned fellow. A careless word from us offended him, the slightest suggestion of a gesture of doubt wounded him—he would immediately stop, step back, ready to draw some imaginary sword. We hurriedly explained that we hadn’t intended to offend him. Above all we assured him of our boundless confidence in his roll call of the vaguest of dates, in which the History of Spain intermingled with that of English tourists, his “friends forever.” He listened to our apologies, examined them before accepting them, after a long and still threatening pause. We waited anxiously and rather queasily. Finally, in a flash, Pepe El Guía was reconciled with us and resumed our friendship even more ardently, a friendship now fortified by this shared misunderstanding.

Of course we found out little about Córdoba that we didn’t already know. For our part we knew that the nights were scented with jasmine and spikenard, we knew what we saw and sensed. But from Don Pepe we learned that there wasn’t a living soul in Córdoba who didn’t sing his praises. We didn’t ask why, and he didn’t tell us. “Only in Córdoba?” he asked us rhetorically. “No!” he himself replied, arms spread wide: “In the whole of Spain!” “Only in Spain?” he asked us again. He made an almost painful pause. We knew that he would answer his own question. Suddenly he gave in: “Morocco, Algiers, Egypt …” The strange businesses he had already been involved in. He had traded horses, not his own, for dates and olives, he had sold a caravan of camels to someone whose name “unfortunately could not be mentioned.” A trade of great antiquity, more adventure than trade, more journey than profit, more life than money. Unfortunately he could not tell us which life, but one always bathed in the glory of his own unrealized tragedy, the same which still made him challenge bare-chested the enemy who never came, because he was too loved by everyone. It hadn’t been for lack of trying though. You could see he had been ready to die at twenty, but his own tragic destiny, the one that was rightfully his, had been plundered from him. The tragedy that had not occurred made Don Pepe a wounded soul, a sixty-year-old king. Because that thief was a king.

As for Don Pepe’s family, there was not only his gypsy wife and the innumerable children of his prodigality. He was also supporting the wife and children of his brother killed in the civil war, he was also supporting the wife and children of a brother-in-law also killed in the civil war, and two other relatives left in mourning by the war—and all gathered under the same roof and taking their siestas in the same house, all at the mercy of the flies. He made us visit his family, and at the door he showed us with an expansive gesture that could just as easily have been pride or accusation: these people were his open wound. And when I say “family,” imagine groups of women as sweet as if dipped in sugar, fanning themselves in the courtyard, their eyes half-closed, all of them criminals. Imagine boys and young men with narrow hips, all too mesmerized by the hope of becoming bullfighters ever to find any gainful employment. Or perhaps hope alone did all that. And just imagine the cost of the great banquets needed to feed such dreams.

All of which did not prevent Don Pepe from coming within a hair’s breadth of drawing his sword when we tried to pay for the “special sherry that only Pepe El Guía knows and can offer.” Offended to the core, trembling in the timeless habit of indignation: “Ustedes me matan!”fn3

However, comforted by his own indignation, he allowed us to pay for the sherry without further difficulty, and gallantly accepted our gratitude for giving us the opportunity to taste a beverage so rare that every shop in Spain sold it. Never had we been duped so much by one man, but our contribution to his sense of tragedy was to allow him to dupe us. But the game was very intense and we were fading fast. Meanwhile, Don Pepe, still moved by the drama of a friendship almost undone by a mere matter of money, Don Pepe, in a show of magnanimity, said to us, hand on heart, that he would prove he had forgiven us by accepting two more copitos.fn4 To our great confusion and shame, we had forgotten to offer him these, something that he also forgave—and only because we weren’t Spanish, which was not our fault. A very wise, sad man. Exhausted by the life of Don Pepe, I went back to the hotel to take a siesta amid the flies of Córdoba.




The making of

IT’S HARD TO DESCRIBE WHAT RIO DE JANEIRO WAS like in the second half of the 1960s; despite the dictatorship, it was still a very pleasant place to live. The serious problems that certainly existed somehow did not seem that serious, or perhaps people were not as aware of things as we are today.

One example of Rio’s charm, albeit from thirty years earlier, can be found in the life of Luis Carlos Prestes, Brazil’s most prominent communist leader. After completing his training in the Soviet Union, he returned to Brazil in 1935 in order to start a coup, by which time he had “married” Olga Benário, another dedicated revolutionary. The two of them settled in the then tranquil neighborhood of Ipanema, posing as commercial representatives of a Swiss company. Prestes and Benário made the most of Ipanema’s famous beach and the neighborhood’s quiet surroundings—making friends and strolling in the beautiful Praça Paris downtown—and became so completely bewitched by the city that they almost forgot to launch the 1935 revolution, which, in the end, came to nothing. That’s how good life was in Rio de Janeiro.

Imagine every Saturday morning a copy of the Jornal do Brasil, Rio’s long-established newspaper (alas now only available online), being delivered to your door, along with its cultural supplement, Caderno B. As with the city itself, it’s also rather hard to describe what was so special about the Jornal do Brasil in those days, but it had recently adopted a striking new page layout under the leadership of the brilliant Alberto Dines, who later became its next editor in chief. The Jornal do Brasil had a quality of design that was unique in its day, both elegant and reader-friendly, and the same could be said of its columnists, which included Clarice herself, José Carlos de Oliveira and even Carlos Drummond de Andrade, the greatest living Brazilian poet of the time and perhaps of all time. The newspaper showed great foresight in offering its readers this unique combination of talents, even in the sports section, which had a column by Armando Nogueira, a friend of Clarice, who once challenged her to write a column about soccer while he wrote one “about life,” a challenge they both met (see March 28, 1970). The columnists often had fun passing messages to each other through their columns

Clarice’s columns in the Jornal do Brasil were also a kind of continuation of what she was writing every month in the equally elegant Revista Senhor, where she would publish crônicas, thoughts, and even some of the stories that would go on to become classics. For her column in the Revista Senhor Clarice chose a typically playful, unassuming title: “Children’s Corner,” after the piece Claude Debussy wrote for his daughter.

When it came to looking for work, writers then did not live so very differently from writers today, and it was thanks to mutual friends and colleagues that Clarice was chosen to write the column. This gives rise to the big question: did Clarice enjoy writing her columns for the Jornal do Brasil, or was it just a means of earning a living? The job was reasonably well paid, but she herself said in some of her crônicas that she didn’t like writing for newspapers. I have my doubts about this, not least because the work she produced was really excellent and touched people in unexpected ways. Her column appeared on Saturday mornings, the first day of leisure of the weekend, although with the shops and businesses still open, it was a special sort of day; in her column of July 11, 1970, Clarice wrote:


SATURDAY

I think Saturday is the rose of the week; on Saturday afternoon, the apartment is made of curtains blowing in the wind and someone emptying out a bucket of water on the terrace: Saturday in the wind is the rose of the week. Saturday morning is a garden, a bee flying past, and the wind: a bee sting, my face swollen, blood and honey, the sting lost inside me: other bees will come sniffing around, and next Saturday morning I’ll go and see if the garden is full of bees. In my childhood Saturday gardens the ants would file across the flagstones. It was a Saturday when I saw a man sitting in the shade on the sidewalk eating dried meat and cassava broth out of a gourd: it was Saturday afternoon and we had already been swimming. At two o’clock in the afternoon, the bell announced to the wind that it was time for the movie matinee: and to the wind Saturday was the rose of our rather dull week. If it rained, only I knew it was Saturday: a rather damp rose. In Rio de Janeiro, just when you think the weary week is about to expire, it opens out into a rose with a great metallic clatter: on the Avenida Atlântica a car screeches to a halt and, suddenly, before the startled wind can begin blowing again, I feel that it is Saturday afternoon. It was Saturday, but it’s not the same. I say nothing then, apparently resigned: but the truth is that I’ve picked up my things and gone straight to Sunday morning. Sunday morning is also the rose of the week. Although Saturday is much more so. I’ll never know why.



Saturday became the day when Clarice always managed to come up with something to surprise her readers, with a column that was sometimes flippant, sometimes lyrical, sometimes packed with news and information, or protesting about the appalling situation of students in Brazil; she wrote freely and I have seen no evidence that her column was censored even during the darkest years of the dictatorship. It became very common in the press, or among her readers, for people to say that Clarice needed to write as a journalist in order to make ends meet, but perhaps that was just a mistaken and rather sexist view common in the 1960s. However, for someone bringing up two children on her own, even though she always had help from their father, who regularly sent child support payments, journalism did give greater stability to her household income.

Some people might imagine that authors can live solely from their books, but this was very difficult in Brazil at the time, and continues to be so even today. Back then, it was said that the only authors who could live entirely from their writing were Érico Veríssimo and Jorge Amado. Érico Veríssimo also had a job as director of the Globo publishing house, and so I assume his income came from more than one activity. I’m less well acquainted with Jorge Amado’s personal life, but I can imagine that, given his enormous popularity, the royalties from his book sales may well have been sufficient to cover his household expenses. Which brings us back to the question of whether Clarice was obliged to work for a newspaper in order to support herself—thus temporarily abandoning her own fiction. She achieved such popularity with her columns that it seems hard to imagine her not actually liking them, and they are, in my view, very successful. For me, reading Clarice was at times like watching a hummingbird in flight, its wings beating furiously, keeping itself airborne while fleetingly sipping nectar. She wrote her columns whenever inspiration struck; she didn’t sit down to write simply because she had to and with a deadline to meet, instead she prepared her columns in advance and always had at least five ready to go, so that she wouldn’t be forced to write without feeling the necessary inspiration. They were her “piggy bank.”

This put her mind at ease, since it removed the burden of having to write something at the last moment, under pressure. Clarice received many letters and, from time to time, she would set aside a Saturday to answer them in her column. She clearly enjoyed doing this—she was also very interested in hearing from the public. In the 1960s, despite her high public profile, she continued to answer the phone herself, although she did have a few tricks up her sleeve: if a call came through that didn’t interest her, she would simply say that Clarice wasn’t at home, that it was Clarice’s secretary speaking, and ask the caller to leave a message. However, for anyone who knew her even slightly, this dodge really wouldn’t have worked because Clarice’s voice—the way she rolled her r’s and her faint Pernambucan lilt—was unmistakable, and so the trick became almost laughable.

Starting to write these columns coincided with Clarice’s return home from the hospital after the fire in her apartment which left her hand and legs permanently scarred. She hired a nurse to help her during this period, a woman called Sileia Marchi, who, by then, had already reached retirement age; she had in fact retired as a nurse, but discovered that Clarice really needed a domestic companion to help out at home in dealing with her numerous commitments and phone calls—at the time, delivering her column to the Jornal do Brasil required a short trip downtown. (Though Clarice had driven a car when she lived in Washington D.C., in Rio de Janeiro she decided not to drive, and she used to say that her one luxury was taking a cab rather than the bus.) Sileia was therefore put in charge of delivering the typescript to the Jornal do Brasil offices, always with a reminder to them to take good care of it because she didn’t have a copy; taking a photo with a mobile phone or having a photocopier at home were both unthinkable then—there were no laptops, and so she was always worried about losing her work. As for keeping a couple of spare crônicas in reserve, this was not so unusual among columnists. Apparently, Fernando Sabino (who was a personal friend as well as a writer with whom Clarice used to discuss her manuscripts, and whose suggestions she accepted almost in their entirety), once went to see Rubem Braga, another leading columnist of the day, and said to him, “Could you lend me a column, Rubem? I have a deadline and I’ve no time to write one.” Anyone reading Clarice’s columns will see that many were written as true crônicas, while others are fragments from the books she was working on at the time. In the books written during that period and even afterward, these are fairly easy to spot, and Clarice sometimes recycled old columns; she would change the title and make some improvements, knowing that a reader probably wouldn’t notice when a column from 1967 reappeared in 1972. It’s clear that she never considered publishing the crônicas in book form; perhaps she didn’t think them worthy of publication—that’s how things were in the 1960s and ’70s.

How, then, did I have the temerity to publish the crônicas? Plínio Doyle, the celebrated bibliophile and first director of the Archive-Museum of Brazilian Literature at the Casa de Rui Barbosa, invited me to participate in a colloquium called Sabadoyle, where various intellectuals would meet in his library on Saturday afternoons to swap ideas, eat cheese bread and drink tea—a sort of informal Academy of Letters. Plínio invited me that day in particular because he wanted to introduce me to Carlos Drummond de Andrade, a very special occasion. As we looked around Plínio’s library, he showed me his complete collection of Jornal do Brasil columns, and I thought to myself, “Here’s a book that’s ready to go.” I took the material to a publisher, and together we put together this edition, which the Folha de São Paulo newspaper named the best book of 1984, thereby giving a sort of official blessing to what was, after all, an unauthorized posthumous publication.

The reason why Clarice stopped writing for the Jornal do Brasil is a sad story, and one that the newspaper still hasn’t fully explained. It happened in 1973 just as Brazil was feeling the first major effects of the oil crisis, which brought an influx of petrodollars into Brazil along with an increase in Arab influence in the wake of the Yom Kippur War—both in terms of money and of ideology. Jewish staff on the Jornal do Brasil found themselves peremptorily dismissed, starting with the editor Alberto Dines, and eventually including Clarice. There’s another version of the story according to which the newspaper’s proprietor simply took a dislike to Clarice’s writing, but it’s well known that the Jornal do Brasil was in financial difficulties at the time, and rumors were circulating that it had to raise new capital from petrodollar investors on the condition that Jewish staff were dismissed. Even though Clarice had not, in her numerous columns, dealt directly with anything relating to Judaism, she was summarily fired with no explanation, their one show of decency being to return her final crônica, delivered but still unpublished. It’s up to historians of the period to uncover the truth about such apparent discrimination. Prejudice of this kind is perhaps an evil that lurks inside the human psyche, which needs to evolve if it is ever to accept diversity. This was the second time antisemitism had cast its brutal shadow over Clarice; the first time was as a refugee from Ukraine in 1922, a subject that is once again, alas, all too topical. Clarice did not immediately receive other offers to write a column, but later on, she published crônicas in Última Hora and other newspapers and magazines.

Writing this reminds me of a philosopher, doubtless Greek, who said that people never actually see themselves, that the most anyone sees is their own reflection in a mirror. This idea was given physical form by one of my favorite painters, René Magritte, who painted a picture featuring a perfect representation of a pipe under which he wrote in large letters “This is not a pipe”—a careful observer of the painting would conclude that it was not a pipe, but an image of a pipe.

In the sense that people sometimes do not know the thing itself, but only its image, I hope that these few brief thoughts may contribute somewhat to a wider knowledge of the story behind Clarice’s crônicas.

Enjoy the columns, I know of nothing quite like them.

PAULO GURGEL VALENTE
(SON OF CLARICE LISPECTOR)
APRIL 2022
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Footnotes

Jornal do Brasil

fn1Fernanda Montenegro (b. 1929) is widely considered one of the greatest Brazilian actresses of all time. In 1967, she played Ruth in A volta ao lar, Millôr Fernandes’s translation of Harold Pinter’s The Homecoming. She has performed on stage, television and in movies, and has won countless awards. She is the only Brazilian to have been nominated for an Academy Award for Best Actress in a leading role, and the only person nominated so far for a performance in the Portuguese language.

fn2Fauzi Arap (1938–2013) directed and played Tonho in Plínio Marcos’s Dois perdidos numa noite suja (Two poor wretches on a murky night). Nelson Xavier (1941–2017) played the other character, Paco.

fn3Lispector suffered severe burns after falling asleep in bed while smoking a cigarette. She spent three months in hospital and it took many more months to recover.

fn4Leopoldo Nachbin: see Jornal do Brasil dated February 13, 1971. Lispector lived in Recife, capital of the northeastern state of Pernambuco, from the age of five until she was twelve. See Jornal do Brasil dated November 14, 1970 (“A Final Explanation”) for Lispector’s own account of her early life.

fn5Sérgio Porto (1923–1968), pen name Stanislaw Ponte Preta, was a Brazilian writer, journalist, commentator and humorist. Lispector may be referring to his collection of crônicas, Garoto Linha Dura, published in 1964.

fn6“paseíto” is Spanish for a stroll or a ride, the diminutive of paseo. In Portuguese Lispector actually writes passeíto.

fn7Pernambuco is a state in northeast Brazil, where Lispector grew up.

fn8Maria Bonomi (b. 1934) is a Brazilian artist who works as an engraver, sculptor, painter and muralist. See also Jornal do Brasil dated October 2, 1971.

fn9Otto Lara Resende (1922–1992) was a journalist and writer.

fn10See Jornal do Brasil dated September 4, 1971.

fn11See Jornal do Brasil dated March 6, 1971.

fn12Minas Gerais is a large, rural state in southeast Brazil.

fn13Nossa Senhora da Conceição Aparecida (Our Lady of the Conception of Aparecida) is the patron saint of Brazil. Aparecida is a municipality in the state of São Paulo, home to the national shrine of Our Lady.

fn14Paulo Francis (1930–1997) was an eminent journalist, political pundit, novelist and critic.

fn15João Guimarães Rosa (1908–1967) is considered one of Brazil’s most important writers, his most notable work being his novel Grande Sertão: Veredas, which uses a combination of literary and colloquial language and words invented by the author himself. He is often compared with James Joyce. Lispector wrote this article about a month and a half after his death.

fn16Manchete was a weekly news magazine published from 1952–2000. Considered to be one of the main magazines of the day, it was inspired by such publications as Paris Match and Life.

fn17Brazil’s national motto is Order and Progress.

1968

fn1Lispector lived in Washington, DC, from 1953 to 1959, and her second son Paulo was born there in 1953.

fn2José Carlos Oliveira (1934–1986), Brazilian writer, who wrote a column in the Jornal do Brasil for more than twenty years.

fn3Francisco (“Chico”) Buarque de Holanda (b. 1944), Brazilian singer-songwriter and guitarist, one of the leading figures of the bossa nova movement. See also Jornal do Brasil dated June 26, 1971.

fn4Lispector studied law at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro.

fn5After the military coup of 1964, the regime limited freedom of expression and increased censorship and the persecution of artists and intellectuals (see the column dated October 19, 1968, “São Paulo”). The last student protests took place at the beginning of 1968. Lispector was photographed at one such protest in 1966.

fn6On March 28, 1968, military police killed a student, Edson Luís de Lima Souto, at a protest against high prices at a cafeteria for low-income students in Rio.

fn7A reference to a famous poem by the Brazilian poet Manuel Bandeira, written in 1926: “Vou-me embora para Pasárgada”—“I’m leaving for Pasárgada.” Bandeira explained that “Pasárgada is an imaginary land, where we could live according to the dream that this ungrateful life denies us … A famous town that is no longer the Pasargadae of Cyrus the Great, but my Pasárgada.”

fn8The Mangue was a red-light district in Rio, now disappeared.

fn9Luís de Camões (1524–1580) was a great writer of sonnets and the author of the epic The Lusiads. He is to Portuguese literature what Homer is to Greek culture and Shakespeare is to English culture.

fn10When she was seven, Lispector started writing stories which she sent to a magazine that published children’s stories. At fifteen, her first short stories for grown-ups appeared in a review, and in 1943, at the age of twenty-three, she published her first novel.

fn11Cândido Rondon (1865–1958), a soldier and follower of the teachings of August Comte, was the first director of the Department for the Protection of Indians. From 1943, the Villas-Bôas brothers (Orlando, Cláudio and Leonardo) continued Rondon’s project and made expeditions to visit Indian tribes.

fn12Saudade is a famously untranslatable word. The closest equivalent in English is “nostalgia,” but saudade is both the memory of some fond past event or place or person, and the pain and sadness that memory brings with it.

fn13Rubem Braga (1913–1990) was a Brazilian journalist and writer particularly known for his crônicas.

fn14A carioca is someone who lives in, or comes from, Rio de Janeiro.

fn15Leme is the upmarket Rio neighborhood where Lispector lived, comprising the eastern end of Copacabana Beach. Leblon is another upmarket beachfront neighborhood, immediately west of Ipanema.

fn16The Paraguay War (1864–1870) was fought by Paraguay against the Triple Alliance of Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay. Paraguay was defeated and suffered catastrophic losses.

fn17A neighborhood on the outer edge of Rio, a long way from where Lispector lived.

fn18Maria Grauben do Monte Lima (1889–1972), a naive painter, who only began painting when she was seventy.

fn19Pedro Bloch (1914–2004), a Brazilian doctor and writer, and his wife Miriam were great friends of Lispector.

fn20See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated December 30. 1967.

fn21Ivo Pitanguy (1926–2016) was a famous plastic surgeon and a writer.

fn22See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated November 11, 1967.

fn23Spring in the Southern Hemisphere starts on September 23 and ends on December 21. Lispector died on December 9, 1977.

fn24Monteiro Lobato (1882–1948) was one of the first writers of children’s literature in Brazil.

fn25See footnote to Jornal do Brasil October 7, 1967.

fn26Mário Quintana (1906–1994) was a Brazilian poet and journalist who also wrote children’s books, as well as translating such writers as Proust, Balzac, Virginia Woolf and Graham Greene.

fn27The 1922 movement is considered to be the first artistic and literary revolution to forge a distinctive Brazilian identity.

fn28Mário de Andrade (1893–1945) was a great Brazilian poet, novelist, musicologist and literary critic.

fn29A letter, sent to King Manuel I of Portugal by Pero Vaz de Caminha, that describes the arrival of the Portuguese fleet in Brazil in 1500. It is a fundamental document in Brazilian historiography.

fn30Rose Marie Muraro (1930–2014) was a writer, publisher and militant feminist. She was among the first to raise the question of the oppression of women in Brazil.

fn31Oscar Niemeyer (1907–2012) is best known for the design and construction of Brazil’s capital, Brasília, and is considered one of the major figures in the development of modern Brazilian architecture. While living in exile in France during the military dictatorship, he designed the headquarters of the French Communist Party in Paris and Le Volcan in Le Havre.

fn32Georges Bernanos (1888–1948) was a French author who emigrated to Brazil in 1938, returning to France in 1945. His novels explore themes of good and evil of despair, particularly in a French rural setting.

1969

fn1Lispector met Lúcio Cardoso (1912–1968) when she was seventeen and fell in love with him, an impossible love because Cardoso was gay. They remained devoted friends, however. Cardoso had a very difficult life, struggling with his homosexuality and his Catholicism, but he nevertheless produced some remarkable work, notably the novel Chronicle of the Murdered House.

fn2A suburb to the west of Rio.

fn3Under the pseudonym Tristão de Athayde, the progressive Catholic and literary critic Alceu Amoroso Lima (1893–1983) was among the first to recognize the historical and aesthetic importance of the Brazilian Modernist movement. His critical work is largely to be found in his book Presença literária.

fn4Afrânio Peixoto (1876–1947) and Miguel Couto (1865–1935) were both celebrated medical men of their day.

fn5The Apollo 8 mission, the first manned moon orbit, took place in December 1968.

fn6In French: “Only the first step is difficult.” The remark is originally ascribed to Mme. du Deffand (1697–1780), commenting on Cardinal de Polignac’s account of St. Denis walking several miles holding his decapitated head in his hand.

fn7Augusto Rodrigues (1913–1993) was a Brazilian painter and illustrator who published his first book of poetry in 1971.

fn8Lêdo Ivo (1924–2012) was a Brazilian poet and essayist.

fn9Columns consisting solely of excerpts from other writers, such as that of March 15, 1969, have been excluded from this collection of Lispector’s crônicas. Columns which are better categorized as short stories, and which can be found in her Complete Stories, have also been excluded. This largely explains the “missing” weeks of Lispector’s Jornal do Brasil columns.

fn10Lasar Segall (1891–1957) was a Jewish Lithuanian and Brazilian painter, sculptor and engraver.

fn11Walmir Ayala (1933–1991) was a Brazilian writer and art critic.

fn12Pablo Neruda (1904–1973) was born Ricardo Eliécer Neftalí Reyes Basoalto. Jan Neruda (1834–1891) is the author of a famous collection of stories, Tales of the Malá Strana, and was a member of the May School of writers. In Czech, Neruda means “someone who does not belong to the family.”

fn13Canjica is a kind of dessert rather like rice pudding but made with hominy.

fn14Thomas Merton (1915–1968) was an American Trappist monk, writer, theologian and mystic.

fn15Zona Sul (South Zone) comprises the wealthy oceanfront suburbs of Rio de Janeiro. Raiz da Serra is a long train journey to the foot of the mountains north of the city.

fn16Galinha ao molho pardo—a Brazilian specialty.

1970

fn1In French: “I couldn’t care less.”

fn2Marly de Oliveira: See Jornal do Brasil dated March 6, 1971.

fn3Mário Zagallo (b. 1931), one of Brazil’s leading soccer players of the 1950s and 60s, had replaced João Saldanha (1917–1990) as manager of the national team about ten days before this column was published, during the run-up to the 1970 World Cup. Saldanha was fired largely because he resisted the military dictatorship’s interference in team selection.

fn4Jorge Amado (1912–2001) is one of the most widely read and translated of Brazilian authors, his best-known books being Gabriela, cravo e canela (Gabriela, Clove and Cinnamon) and Dona Flor e seus dois maridos (Dona Flor and Her Two Husbands).

fn5See Jornal do Brasil dated December 16, 1972.

fn6José Mauro de Vasconcelos (1920–1984), a Brazilian writer, is best known for O meu pé de laranja lima (My Sweet Orange Tree), said to be the biggest-selling book in Brazil’s literary history.

fn7Pelé (b. 1940) is widely considered to be the greatest soccer player ever. Garrincha (1933–1983) played for Botafogo and for Brazil. Brazil apparently never lost a match while fielding both Garrincha and Pelé.

fn8Antonio Callado (1917–1997) was a Brazilian novelist and dramatist, as well as a campaigning journalist in defense of the Amazonian Indians. He also wrote a series of articles about the Vietnam War.

fn9Ilka Soares (b. 1932) is a leading Brazilian movie and TV actress and was known as one of the most beautiful women of the 1950s and 60s. She lived close to Lispector in Leme, although the two women are reported to have only met once.

fn10Caderno B is the name of Jornal do Brasil’s arts, culture and lifestyle section.

fn11The Lake of Solitude: a well-known beauty spot in the hills above Rio.

fn12The Portuguese name for a katydid. It means “hope” and if one lands on you, it is said to bring good luck.

fn13See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated March 28, 1970.

fn14Dinah Silveira de Queiroz (1911–1982) was a pioneer of Brazilian science fiction. In 1981, she became only the second woman to enter the Brazilian Academy of Letters, after Rachel de Queiroz.

1971

fn1Nelson Rodrigues (1912–1980), a writer and journalist, is widely regarded as Brazil’s greatest playwright.

fn2The leading high school in Recife, which Lispector also attended—see also Jornal do Brasil dated November 4, 1967.

fn3Augusto Rodrigues (see footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated March 8, 1969) had his artist’s studio on Largo do Boticário, a somewhat dilapidated square in the hills above Rio.

fn4Iberê Camargo (1914–1994) was a Brazilian painter and follower of Alberto Guignard.

fn5See Jornal do Brasil dated January 11, 1969.

fn6The arid inland region of northeast Brazil.

fn7The São Francisco is a vast river, running some 1,800 miles from the southeast to the northeast of Brazil.

fn8“Galega” or Galician is a term used to describe someone with a light skin and fair hair, probably with European forebears.

fn9See Jornal do Brasil dated June 27, 1970

fn10See Jornal do Brasil dated June 27, 1970.

fn11Lasar Segall (1891–1957) was a Brazilian expressionist painter of Lithuanian origins. Emigrant Ship, one of his most famous works, was painted between 1939 and 1941.

fn12A line from a famous song, “Peguei uma Ita no Norte,” written in 1945 by Dorival Caymmi. “Ita” was the colloquial name given to a line of Brazilian steamships, whose names usually began with those three letters.

fn13“Mamãe, eu quero, mamãe eu quero mamar,” is a carnival song composed by Vicente Paiva and Jararaca in 1937 and famously performed by Carmen Miranda.

fn14Alzira Vargas Amaral Peixoto (1914–1992) was the daughter of Getúlio Vargas, President of Brazil from 1930 to 1945 and 1951 to 1954.

fn15In Italian: “Among precious stones, it is the most beautiful, the most sought after; it is the epitome of a precious stone.”

fn16Chico Buarque—see footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated February 4, 1968. Millôr Fernandes (1923–2012) was a journalist, writer, political cartoonist and playwright. Antonio’s was a fashionable bar in Leblon, popular with the bossa nova generation.

fn17Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887–1959) was a classical composer; Antônio (“Tom”) Carlos Jobim (1927–1994), a bossa nova composer and pianist.

fn18Carlos Drummond de Andrade.

fn19Vinícius de Moraes (1913–1980), poet and songwriter, responsible for many of Brazil’s most popular songs, including, with Tom Jobim, “The Girl from Ipanema”; Chico Buarque, see footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated February 4, 1968; João Gilberto (1931–2019), songwriter, guitarist and singer; Newton Ferreira de Mendonça (1927–1960), songwriter, guitarist and pianist. These were leading figures in the development of bossa nova, along with Tom Jobim.

fn20Colloquial name for the Brazilian foreign ministry.

fn21A government organization responsible for maintaining police and fingerprint records.

fn22Hélio Pellegrino (1924–1988), psychoanalyst, journalist and writer. He was one of the founders of the left-wing Workers’ Party and spoke out against the military dictatorship.

fn23Resende is a small town about 100 miles from Rio. Alfredo Volpi (1896–1988) was a Brazilian modernist painter.

fn24Lispector is referring here to her Judaism.

fn25See also Jornal do Brasil dated November 18, 1967.

fn26France Antarctique was the name of France’s short-lived colony on the coast near Rio de Janeiro, 1555–1567.

fn27Morte e vida Severina (The Death and Life of a Severino) is a play in verse written by João Cabral de Melo Neto, published in 1955. The play follows the journey of Severino, a peasant fleeing the annual droughts in the interior region of northeast Brazil.

fn28A musical play written by Millôr Fernandes and Flávio Rangel, critical of the military dictatorship.

fn29Jânio Quadros (1917–1992) resigned after eight months as President of Brazil in 1961. His resignation contributed to the instability that led to the military coup some three years later.

1972

fn1An elegant if somewhat faded neighborhood near the center of Rio de Janeiro.

fn2Zona Norte (North Zone) comprises the dusty, inland suburbs of Rio de Janeiro, including Tijuca.

fn3José Maria de Eça de Queirós (1845–1900) was Portugal’s great nineteenth-century novelist. Many of his novels are set in the Chiado district of Lisbon.

fn4Actually a sabiá—a rufous-bellied thrush.

fn5Mário Schenberg (1914–1990) was a renowned mathematician and physicist, as well as an art critic and left-wing politician. In 1969 he was forced by the military dictatorship to give up all his official and teaching positions.

fn6Mário Cravo (1923–2018) was a Brazilian modernist sculptor and artist.

fn7Roberto Burle Marx (1909–1994) was a Brazilian modernist landscape architect, responsible for many of Brazil’s most iconic twentieth-century landscape designs.

fn8See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated October 7, 1967.

fn9Lispector is alluding to Carlos Drummond de Andrade’s Poem with Seven Faces (1930): “Mundo mundo vasto mundo/se eu me chamasse Raimundo/seria uma rima, não uma solução.” (Literally and without a rhyme: “World world vast world/if I were called Raimundo/it would be a rhyme, not a solution.”)

fn10Vila Isabel is a middle-class northern suburb of Rio de Janeiro.

fn11Another reference to Carlos Drummond de Andrade’s Poem with Seven Faces. See Jornal do Brasil dated September 30, 1972.

fn12Novo Friburgo is a town in the mountains a couple of hours northeast of Rio, founded by nineteenth-century Swiss and German settlers.

fn13An annual cultural and handicrafts fair in Rio that raises money for good causes.

fn14Marly de Oliveira. See Jornal do Brasil dated March 6, 1971.

fn15See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated September 14, 1968.

fn16Vera Mindlin (1920–1985) was a Brazilian engraver.

fn17“Buying cat instead of hare” is a Portuguese expression equivalent to “buying a pig in a poke.”

fn18Érico Veríssimo (1905–1975) was a Brazilian novelist. His trilogy O tempo e o vento (Time and the Wind) is generally considered one of the greatest Brazilian novels.

fn19“A chamber pot is also deep.”

fn20Cruz Alta is the small town in the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul where Érico Veríssimo’s family lived and ran the local drugstore.

1973

fn1See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated February 4, 1968.

fn2“Little poet”: Tom Jobim’s affectionate nickname for Vinícius de Moraes. See also footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated July 17, 1971.

fn3Reinações de Nazarinho (Little Nose’s jolly japes) is a classic Brazilian children’s book by Monteiro Lobato, published in 1931. See also footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated October 5, 1968.

fn4Better known in English by its German title, Steppenwolf.

fn5See also Jornal do Brasil dated June 17, 1972.

fn6Darel Valença Lins (1924–2017) was a Brazilian painter, engraver and illustrator. He studied art in Lispector’s home city of Recife, and at the time of this column was particularly known for major commissions for the new Brazilian foreign ministry building in Brasília, as well as lithographs and illustrations for many leading periodicals.

fn7See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated March 4, 1972.

fn8See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated June 26, 1971.

fn9See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated October 7, 1967.

fn10Méier is a northern suburb of Rio.

fn11Jens Peter Jacobsen (1847–1880) was a Danish novelist, part of the naturalistic movement and Modern Breakthrough.

fn12See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated August 3, 1968.

fn13América Futebol Clube is one of the great soccer clubs of Belo Horizonte, capital of the neighboring state of Minas Gerais.

fn14Isaac Karabtchevsky (b. 1934) is a Brazilian conductor of Russian-Jewish heritage who conducted the Brazilian Symphony Orchestra from 1969 to 1996.

fn15Adolfo Bloch (1908–1995), born in Ukraine of Jewish background, was one of Brazil’s most important media proprietors. He founded Manchete magazine in 1952 (see footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated December 30, 1967). He was also the cousin of Lispector’s great friend Pedro Bloch, mentioned many times in these crônicas.

fn16The Monumento aos Pracinhas, opened in 1960 on Rio de Janeiro’s waterfront, is Brazil’s strikingly modernist monument to those Brazilians killed in the Second World War.

fn17In Spanish: “Knowing how to forget bad things is part of remembering.” A quote from Martín Fierro by the Argentinian writer José Hernández.

Senhor

fn1In French: “I, madam, eat just before I’m hungry. It’s more elegant.”

Joia

fn1Beatriz (“Tati”) Azevedo de Mello de Moraes (1911–1995) was a translator, journalist and movie critic. Tônia Carrero (1922–2018) was a leading actress and a founder of the CTCA theater company that revolutionized Brazilian theater in the 1950s and ’60s with its productions of translated classical and avant-garde drama.

fn2Elsie Lessa (1914–2000) was a prolifically successful journalist and columnist and also acclaimed as one of the most beautiful women in Rio. Vatapá is an Afro-Brazilian seafood stew with coconut, particularly associated with Lispector’s native northeast of Brazil.

fn3See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated October 7, 1967.

fn4Alfredo Ceschiatti (1918–1989), was a Brazilian modernist sculptor who produced many major public works, particularly during the construction of Brasília.

fn5O homem ao zero (The man at zero) was a book published in 1967 by the humorist and journalist Leon Eliachar (1922–1987).

fn6Dirso José de Oliveira (1932–2005) was a painter, engraver and muralist, particularly known for his work in and around Brasília.

fn7See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated May 30, 1970.

fn8The Penha church, on the summit of a steep hill in the northern suburbs of Rio, is reached by a long set of steps commanding spectacular views.

Última Hora

fn1See footnote to Joia dated July 1968.

fn2See Jornal do Brasil dated June 17, 1972 and March 3, 1973.

fn3See Jornal do Brasil dated July 31, 1971.

fn4See footnote to Jornal do Brasil dated March 28, 1970.

fn5In French: “I couldn’t care less.”

Not forgetting …

fn1In Spanish: “You don’t have a guide. You have the Guide, Pepe El Guía!”

fn2In Spanish: “But you have a friend in Pepe El Guía.”

fn3In Spanish: “You’re killing me!”

fn4In Spanish: “little glasses,” i.e., “another little drink or two.”
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